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Preface
In 1985, The Women's Studies Program proudly published the first volume of Gender Lines.
Sixteen years later we just as proudly publish the tenth. The essays printed here were among many 
quality essays submitted earlier this year. A committee of three faculty -- Jacqueline Pastis,
Director of the Women's Studies Program, Maribel Molyneaux, and Susan Borkowski — carefully 
read through each essay and selected seven for publicatior... One, Amanda Innes’ “Defending and 
Mending Pornography: A Feminist Argument Against Legal Measures to Curtail Pornography”, 
was selected to receive the Caryn McTighe Musil Award. This is the second time Amanda has 
won the award, an unprecedented feat.
Over the summer I worked with each author in readying her manuscript for publication.
What a rewarding experience. The women whose essays are contained in this journal are women 
of principle, character, and intelligence -  traits discernible from the content of their essays. In the 
winning essay, “Defending and Mending Pornography”, Amanda Innes tackles an issue that has 
divided feminists for ages. Amanda persuasively argues that legal measures to limit pornography 
are not only affronts to freedom of speech, but also off target in battling violence against women.
The issue of violence against women is picked up in the second essay in this volume. In that 
essay, Sandra MacLiammoir explores one manifestation of this violence in her unsettling essay 
about sex trafficking, "The Third Most Profitable Trade."
Freedom from exploitation (as that exploitation occurs in the workplace) is the subject of a second 
essay by Amanda Innes. In "The Glass Ceiling," Amanda tackles the difficult task of presenting three 
theoretical explanations of the existence of the glass ceiling. As Amanda points out, many social 
scientists consider the glass ceiling an outgrowth of institutional discrimination -  a system of rules that 
places men above women and whites above people of color. This system of rules has historically been 
supported in a variety of ways through religious teachings, philosophy, law, literature, plays, music, and 
art. Examples of this social phenomenon can be found in the essays by Elizabeth Dierking and Nicole 
Fuscia. Elizabeth Dierking’s, "Aspects of Confucianism in Footbinding" illustrates how Confucianism 
supported a system of rules that placed men above women in China. And Nicole Fuscia, in her critical 
analysis of Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing, argues that “Shakespeare merely sets (the seemingly 
strong-willed) Beatrice up for a fall, as a lesson to women who would dare try to break free of society’s 
acceptable mold”.
This is not to say that women have always and everywhere simply accepted what was handed 
to them with a curtsy and a smile. Indeed, the final two essays in this volume both describe ways 
in which women circumvented their society's hierarchical rules. Lindsay Nucera, in “The 
Phoenixes of Genesis,” reintroduces us to the women in Genesis, "who may appear silent in 
narrative, biblical stories, (yet) often find their own voices, power, and defined roles in society by 
means outside of the ordinary." And Amanda Innes introduces us to maenads in the final essay, 
"Dionysus and the Maenads: Worship, Escape, and Expression":
While women’s attraction to maenadism may be explained through the inherent permission to 
participate in maniacal states and violate society’s restrictions, another aspect of this permission 
was a space in which women were able to rally against their restrictions without risk of 
punishment.
I ’ve learned a lot from reading these essays. N o doubt, you will too.
On behalf of the Women’s Studies Program, I would like to thank Francine Lottier for the all 
the work she has done in preparing the manuscripts for publication. Frankly, I don’t know what 
we would do without her. I would also like to thank University Communications for printing 
Gender Lines, Volume 10.
Elizabeth A. Paulin, Editor
B io g r a p h ic a l  Sk e t c h e s
Elizabeth Dierking graduated from La Salle in May 2000 with a degree in Biology. She is now 
in her first year of medical school at the University of Pennsylvania.
Nicole L. Fuscia will graduate in January 2002 with a Bachelor of Arts in English. After 
graduation, she plans to work for a nonprofit organization
Amanda Lyn Innes will be graduating with honors in May of 2002 with a Bachelor of Arts in 
Sociology and a Minor in Women’s Studies. She is a founding coordinator of Sexual Assault and 
Violence Ends, a student group. Amanda intends to pursue a Master of Public Policy with a 
special focus on women’s policy issues.
Sandra MacLiammoir graduated maxima cum laude in the Spring of 2001 with a Bachelor of Arts 
in English and a minor in Psychology. She is currently working on her MA in English (creative 
writing) at Florida State University in Tallahassee, Florida.
Lindsay L. Nucera is a junior, English-Writing major and Women’s Studies minor. After 
graduation she hopes to become a poet and publisher.
The Caryn McTight Musil Award Winner 
AMANDA L Y N  INNES
Defending and Mending Pornography:
A Feminist Argument Against Legal Measures to Curtail Pornography
Introduction
One major area of contention among contemporary feminists is how to appropriately address 
pornography. While one camp within the feminist movement fervently works to facilitate policies 
that limit the production and distribution of such materials, the other seeks diverse ways to address 
the inequalities and violence found in these materials while avoiding censorship as an option. This 
paper concludes that the most appropriate response to pornography is one that focuses on an 
ideological challenge to the potentially harmful messages presented therein rather than one that 
prescribes litigation against the industry. This paper does not reach into the varied and complicated 
realm of child pornography. Due to minors’ inability to make full, legal decisions, their involvement 
in the production of pornographic pieces is automatically considered coercion. American law, in 
respect to pornography, does not create room for a minor to have the same decision-making 
capabilities as a consensual adult. Furthermore, if an adult is the victim of physical coercion or is 
unable to fully consent, he or she is also the victim of abuse and/or assault.1 Any production that 
violates the standard of uncoerced consent is subject to prosecution under the law and is therefore 
not protected under the First Amendment.
For the purposes of this essay, the pornography discussed refers to only those materials that 
are created with the full consent of willing and able adult participants. Despite the seemingly 
concrete nature of “full consent,” many feminists argue that consent is a loose term that may or may 
not account for those economic and cultural issues that do not permit for “full consent.” 
Accordingly, it is seen as unfortunate to some that women choose to exhibit their bodies or use 
their sex for money. Even further, some feminists see that women too have “misguidedly 
internalized” patriarchal thoughts and have thus been fooled into enjoying these career choices 
(Marksteiner 56). However, as this paper will argue, that perspective is in many ways demeaning to 
women who actively choose to participate in the production of pornography for a variety of 
reasons.
The term “feminist” shall be widely and fairly applied throughout this essay. The use of this 
term describes any participant in the debate about pornography that self-identifies as a feminist, 
whether or not her or his ideas and perceptions fit into whatever mainstream feminist ideas exist.
1 One such example of this kind of assault is that of Linda Marchiano, also known as Linda Lovelace, who starred in the 
pornographic flick Deep Throat. In her book, Ordeal Marchiano describes the fear of violence at the hands o f her 
ex-husband, Chuck Traynor, that perpetuated her participation in Deep Throat and other sex acts, both 
filmed and not (Steinem 268).
Some individuals who are cited in this essay do not explicitly refer to themselves as feminists in their 
writing however, their concerns match the concerns of feminists in this debate. In these cases, the 
author’s discretion applies. Two fundamental feminist positions will be discussed in this paper. The 
first is that of the anti-pornography feminist who tends to see pornography as sexual discrimination 
and as impetus for violence against women; anti-pornography feminists worry about the “inaccurate 
portrayals of women and sex” depicted in pornography (Cottle et al. 388). Anti-pornography 
feminists tend to seek differentiation between pornography and obscenity because obscenity focuses 
on the tasteless and immoral qualities of a piece whereas pornography specifically hurts women 
(Cottle et al. 388). The second position is that of the liberal feminist who argues that women would 
benefit from more sexually explicit materials produced by and for women in order to secure 
women’s sexual liberation and autonomy (Segal 417). This position warns against legal actions that 
limit the explorations and productions of women seeking egalitarian portrayals of sex (Segal 422). 
While the feminists referred to in this essay all express ideas about how pornography and censorship 
can and do impact women and their advancement in a patriarchal society, the similarities in concern 
do not translate into similar plans about whether or not and how to address pornography.2 This 
paper will specifically focus on appropriate and inappropriate ways to address pornography with the 
impact on women as a foremost consideration.
The group “women” represents a diverse group, with each subgroup experiencing its own 
impact of pornography (Hill Collins 395). Patricia Hill Collins, for example, discusses the specific 
symbols and meanings projected about black women and blackness in pornographic materials. In 
some pornography, African-American women’s bodies are used for the pleasure of white men as a 
throwback to slavery. In these scenarios, their bodies are often the victims of violence in 
pornographers’ efforts to mingle current desire with historical images, positions, and power. In 
these scenes, actors “induce [the] submissiveness and passivity” of African-American women, 
depending on “iconographic” images of bondage and slavery  (often with white men) (395). As 
such, Collins suggests that the institutions of race, class, and gender are called upon in imagined 
pornographic forms in order to elicit feelings of power and dominance among consumers. Clearly, 
the race, class, and sexual identity implications of the images presented in many pornographic 
materials create divergent problems for women. No one response to pornography can eradicate the 
problems and emphasize the benefits of pornographic imaginations— the world of pornography is 
too vast and the individual meanings of pornographic images are too varied. Thus, the quest to 
create the best response to pornography must keep the reality of these concerns in the forefront. 
Since women of different races, ethnicities, classes, and sexual orientations experience the impact of 
pornography differently, the accepted approach to pornography should recognize this appropriately.
 Furthermore, it should also be clear that the present author identifies as a feminist and, moreover, she identifies as an 
activist as well. This aspect is key to this paper as the foundation of this paper relies on the assumption that some 
response to pornography is necessary—whether that response is in support or opposition or neither.
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The Harm o f Pornography
In arguments for legal actions against pornography, many feminists suggest that pornography 
inflicts harm upon women. The practice of defining harm transfers into a continuum, with one end 
expressing harm in its most direct and immediate forms and the other expressing distant, indirect 
consequences. At one end, feminists speak of the direct physical violence inflicted upon women 
who participate in the production of pornography. The extreme of this continuum speaks to anti- 
pornography feminists who suggest that beatings, tortures, and murders are directly related to 
pornography consumption. Further along the continuum, feminists speak of physical violence 
against women who are spouses, lovers, friends, and acquaintances of those who consume 
pornography and absorb its purported advertisement for sexual violence. Other feminists suggest 
more indirect results of pornography, and that the portrayal of women as objects in pornographic 
materials leads to an institutionalization of mistreatment of women. Specifically, they claim that 
broader ills against women, such as sexual harassment, promotion gaps, and pay inequities, are 
manifestations of perspectives projected onto audiences through pornography— a matter that will 
be further discussed and challenged later in this essay.
So far, the most successful attempts to challenge pornography legally have resulted from 
arguments that support more direct definitions of harm. In an effort to validate legal measures that 
curtail the availability of pornography, anti-pornography feminists maintain that pornography causes 
violence against women. Robin Morgan suggests that “pornography is the theory, rape is the 
practice” (128). Research concerning the impact of pornography on individuals’ attitudinal and 
behavioral responses to women exists in several types: laboratory experiments, narrative accounts, 
and comparison of rape and assault rates in areas with decreased or increased rates of pornography 
sales.
Laboratory Experiments
Several studies aim to show that exposure to pornography produces male ideas that women 
secretly enjoy, deserve, and desire violence. Many of these researchers validate a desensitization 
model, which holds that as a person increasingly ingests images that once provoked anxiety and 
discomfort, he or she will eventually develop an affinity for these images (Marksteiner 62). Pete 
Marksteiner discusses the possibility that as consumers of pornography become desensitized to 
sexual violence, they eventually learn to pair violence with sex. Those who prescribe to this 
argument also argue that desensitization becomes more likely with exposure to pornography in 
which the victims of violence project a sense of happiness and arousal with their situations.
The research that supports these ideas is elaborate and dates back to the 1970s. One such 
study demonstrates the complexity with which researchers have approached the purported causal 
link between pornography and violence: Donnerstein’s 1980 study (Donnerstein and Malamuth 37). 
In this experiment, male subjects were either angered or treated in an opposite manner by male or 
female confederates, and were then shown one of three films of varying degrees of aggressive 
content. Those subjects who viewed an aggressive-erotic film were not more likely to express 
aggression against a male confederate but were more likely to become aggressive with the female
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confederate. As such, Donnerstein concluded that the aggression expressed against the female 
subjects was a reflection of the violent images expressed in the films.
A more recent experiment by Scot Boeringer found similar conclusions. Boeringer found that 
“exposure to explicit rape depictions has been a strong predictor of both rape proclivity and actual 
commission of sexual coercion and violence” (Boeringer 291). In Boeringer’s 1994 study, 15,000 
undergraduate male students at a large southeastern university were questioned about their exposure 
to soft-core and hard-core pornography, and then about their tendencies or inclinations to commit 
violence against women. Beoringer’s study found the following: “the strongest correlates of sexual 
coercion and aggression, as well as rape proclivity, were exposure to hard-core violent and rape 
pornography... Exposure to soft-core pornography was positively associated with likelihood of 
sexual force and nonviolent coercive behavior, but negatively associated with likelihood of rape and 
actual rape behavior” (289).
However, many feminists and social scientists alike criticize such studies on the basis that in- 
house laboratory exposure and measurement of attitudes and beliefs do not represent a realistic 
portrayal of pornography’s impact on the likelihood of violence against women. Pete Marksteiner 
explains the artificiality of laboratory experiments: “laboratory settings lack the social controls that 
are present outside the laboratory. The lab setting, where subjects are encouraged to react to their 
first impulse is unrealistic in that people just do not really act on their first impulses in everyday life” 
(59). In addition, while laboratory studies may measure one’s attitudes about women and violence 
against women, that measure cannot accurately describe whether or not someone will actually 
commit violence as a result of viewing pornography. No research tool or social scientist can predict 
human behavior.
In an attempt to remove the fantasy world of the laboratory setting, Kimberly Davies 
examined men who voluntarily viewed pornography films in their own homes, mirroring typical 
pornography film consumption (131). She measured these men’s attitudes about women, feminism, 
marital rape, and date rape through questionnaires that included questions about the Equal Rights 
Amendment and prosecution and punishment of rapists, among others (134). In comparing the 
attitudes and beliefs of men based on how many films they watched on a regular basis and how 
often they frequented the neighborhood adult film shop, Davies found no correlation between the 
number of videos a man had rented and his attitudes toward feminism and rape (135). Instead, 
Davies suggested, “calloused attitudes toward women may not be generated by sexually explicit 
videos but are more deeply ingrained in our society” (131).
Edward Donnerstein and Neil Malamuth remain two of the most often cited researchers on 
connections between exposure to pornography and attitudes about and potential for violence 
against women. Their numerous studies, like many others, focus specifically on the violence 
depicted in some examples of pornography, maintaining that nonviolent erotica or pornography 
does not elicit the same aggressive responses that violent pieces do (Donnerstein and Malamuth 35). 
Furthermore, Donnerstein and Malamuth explain that in several studies “erotic exposure by males 
did not differentially affect aggression toward males or females” (35). Therefore, anti-pornography 
feminists’ concern about the harmful impact of pornography is not supported by this research.
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Instead, it should be converted into a specific concern about examples of violence, which exist in 
pornography as well as in other mainstream media. “Social science researchers have found that 
acceptance of the rape myth and other misogynistic attitudes concerning women and violence are 
just as likely to result from exposure to many types of mass media— from soap operas to popular 
commercial films— as from intense exposure to violent, misogynistic sexually explicit materials” 
(Strossen 262).
It is simplistic to say, based on this research, that exposure to pornography causes violence 
against women. This research is seen as problematic due to the complicated conditions and realities 
that frame the use and viewing of pornography. Kimmel and Linders explain that “such 
correlations assume a causation that cannot be demonstrated from the evidence. It is possible that a 
high percentage of rapists also had copies of the Bible in their homes... Would we make similar 
causal arguments about those media?” (3).
The claim that consumption of pornography transforms any person into a violent monster is 
an oversimplified one. Clearly, contextual factors surrounding an individual’s personal history, 
habits, and his or her environment while using pornography influence whether or not he or she will 
inflict physical harm on another person. One study demonstrates this point as it considers the 
factor of intellectual ability in how an undergraduate man will react to exposure to pornography 
(Bogaert et al. 283). In this study, men were assessed for IQ  levels, viewed a film, and then 
observed in interpersonal interactions with a female confederate. The study found that the lower 
IQ subjects’ sexual suggestiveness and physical proximity to the woman were imparted by watching 
a sexually violent film, whereas the higher IQ  men demonstrated no such influence (283).
Therefore, simple generalizations about the impart of pornography on men’s proclivity to violence 
are faulty, multiple factors intervene to contribute to a man’s willingness to commit arts of violence.
Narrative Accounts
Some studies have examined narrative accounts of sexual offenders and victims to determine 
the role of pornography in developing inclinations toward illegal and violent sex. Robert Jensen 
assembled a group of sex offenders’ narratives, compared them to non-offenders, and highlighted 
what he described as pornography’s contribution to this violence as a “training manual for abuse” 
(32). While this study and others may show high pornography use in some offenders, it should be 
known that the amount of retail of pornographic goods alone suggests that other avid 
users/readers/viewers do not commit offenses of violence against others. Jensen himself explains 
that most of the pornography users who reported heavy consumption also reported no abusive 
sexual behavior and that some of the offenders reported relatively light consumption and did not 
see a connection between that pornography and their offenses. Those offenders that Jensen does 
use to illuminate a connection between pornography and abuse resist the placement of pornography 
as the sole or even primary contributor to their violence.3
3 On a related note, one study looked at a group of 388 students who rank-ordered their sources of sexual information; 
pornography ranked number six out of seven, next to last as a source of information and guidance in sexual situations
5
Rate Comparisons
Some feminists purport that pornography adds to an anti-woman atmosphere of violence (as a 
teaching tool), facilitating patriarchal culture and privileges. These feminists cite studies that aim to 
show a correlation between pornography retail or distribution and rate of reported sexual assaults 
and rapes. However, Kimmel and Linders conclude that “aggregate statistical data do not confirm 
hypotheses that decreased pornography consumption leads to a decrease in rape rates” in their 
examination of six cities, two of which (Cincinnati and Jacksonville) currently outlaw pornography 
(1). From this study, it may be seen that while legalization of pornography does not lead to an 
increase in rape rates, similarly, banning pornography does not lead to a reduction in rape rates. In 
response to claims that pornography consumption thrives in anti-woman areas, pro-pornography 
feminists cite Baron’s study in 1990 that found a positive correlation between high pornography 
consumption with high gender equality (a measurement assembled with consideration of factors 
reflecting the status of women in politics, economics, and legal rights) (363).
Though the protection of the First Amendment does not extend to speech involved in specific 
cases of harm, research taking this position in reference to pornography has not and does not satisfy 
the criteria of substantiated seriousness that would void legal protection. In his concurring opinion 
in Memoirs v. Massachusetts, former Supreme Court Justice William O ’Douglass expressed this 
sentiment: “The First Amendment demands more than a horrible example or two of the perpetrator 
of a crime of sexual violence, in whose pocket is found a pornographic book, before it allows the 
Nation to be saddled with a regime of censorship.”
Definitional Disagreement
Legal measures to curtail the production, distribution, and selling of pornography have not 
been and will not be successful, and threaten to eliminate free speech and artistic and subversive 
voices. This risk becomes especially real since a lack of consensus on the definition of pornography 
creates serious difficulties for the creation of legal guidelines. In addition, definitions tend to place 
the term “pornography” within a particular semantic category with a value judgment, usually a 
negative one. A particular piece of pornography may be considered something else (i.e., art) in a 
different context. Hilary Kincaid explains this point: “Take the accompanying photograph [Fetish 
Boots, 1990] by German artist Doris Kloster. Put it in a fashion magazine and BANG, it’s haute 
couture. If it were in Penthouse, then suddenly it [would be] perverse and a fountain of prurience” (6).
A General Definition: Health. Art, and Culture
The commonplace and generally held definition of pornography is any graphic sexually explicit 
material. This definition is a broad one that encapsulates a wide range of speech. “This definition 
does not give us any distinguishing lines between the realms of pornography, erotica, the nude in 
art, performance art or any other sort of depiction of the sexual— though it is arguably impossible to
(Duncan 38). This study suggests that the direct model of pornography as an instructive tool may not be as strong as 
previously thought.
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find such separations” (Kincaid 6). If pornography is defined as sexually graphic materials, then 
graphically detailed health materials would be prone to censorship.4
This broad definition of pornography suggests a certain kind of "sex panic," which holds that 
many images of sexual positions, sexual figures, sexual bodies, etc. are prone to suppression. This 
sex panic puts art at serious risk because it fosters efforts to draw a line in the sand between art and 
pornography. One image in particular is at risk: the female nude. One ideological approach 
suggests that an artistic nude female is the quintessential piece of high art and the accepted aesthetic 
therein, whereas the pornographic nude female is considered trash, exploitative, and absent of any 
universal values (Nead 374). Yet, these dividing lines are blurred— one person’s art is another 
person’s pornography. A continuum surfaces that aims to describe how individuals may 
theoretically draw lines: art, erotic, sensual, pornography, obscenity, etc.5 Personal definitions of art, 
beauty, sex, and degradation interact in defining pornography. Accordingly, creating a satisfactory 
definition of pornography for policymaking is a serious dilemma.
The cultural nature of this discussion severely inhibits progress on creating a unified, effective 
definition of pornography. Ideas about what is an acceptable exchange of images and ideas are 
strongly related to cultural viewpoints, which are inextricably linked to geographic location, family 
background, religious beliefs, and other factors. Even when communities attempt to enact policies 
against pornography just within city lines, some individuals within that community may not be able 
to access information or entertainment that they are seeking— why should geographic lines prevent 
a person from accessing pornographic materials/erotic/art/health information materials? This 
discussion is complicated by the reality that cultures change with time. One example of changing 
ideas about pornography, nudity, and obscenity is demonstrated in American congressional 
legislation passed in 1873 which held that standards of decency did not extend to any materials 
featuring nudity, including circus posters with men in tights (Smith 158). The current American 
media-saturated culture provides room for elasticity in describing what is right and wrong in public 
images and texts and is increasingly integrated with images of nudity, sex, and violence. As a result, 
censorship policies are difficult to create and enforce, particularly with the likelihood of future 
cultural changes in mind. Not only do standards of culturally acceptable speech change, but 
standards for censorship and editing change as well.
Pornography Defined by the Role of Women
In 1986, the U.S. Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography (the second large-scale 
governmental investigation on the social ramifications of pornography) suggested three categories of
4 One such example of the ability to jeopardize health information is an attack on a doctor of an AIDS clinic for 
displaying a safe sex poster showing a man wearing a condom (Strossen 20). Oklahoma City dropped its charges against 
the doctor, yet the threat of similar attacks often deter other health professionals from posting and providing accurate, 
helpful information.
5 This conflict of drawing lines was embodied when University of Arizona students physically attacked a photography 
exhibit in the student union (Strossen 23). The exhibit included graduate student Laurie Blakeslee’s self-portrait 
photographs of her in underwear. Her work was destroyed under a broad understanding of pornography as (women’s) 
nudity and pornography as inherently evil.
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pornography: sexually violent materials, non-violent materials featuring degradation, domination, 
subordination, or humiliation, and non-violent and non-degrading materials (Marksteiner 51). Since 
these findings, the Commission has transformed the debate into discussion about what kinds of 
pornography are acceptable and what kinds of pornography are not. This discussion suggests that 
images and ideas may be separately analyzed for their precise impact on people. Yet, the questions 
arise: how do we define what images of women are degrading or humiliating? How much is too 
much ‘violence? Personal politics and viewpoints challenge even these more categorical definitions 
of pornography.6
Among others, feminist activist Gloria Steinem attempts to exacerbate the division between 
“good” and “bad” sexually explicit materials by creating two categories: pornography and erotica. 
Steinem charges that these two categories are obviously different: “These two sorts of images are as 
different as love is from rape, as dignity is from humiliation, as partnership is from slavery, as 
pleasure is from pain” (Steinem 238). While many pro-pornography feminists argue that there is a 
difference between “good” pornography and “bad” pornography, they do not necessarily believe 
that this difference is easy to discern or that it is even in the best interest of our society to ask 
lawmakers to clarify the difference. Just as the images in pornography are widely varied, the realities 
of individuals’ sex lives are widely varied— once again, shouldn’t depictions of sex reflect our 
pleasures whether egalitarian and dignified or not? The panoply of sexual imagination and sexual 
images suggests that the answer to this question is yes.
The pursuit of censorship and related legal measures calls for a precise definition of 
pornography, or at least one that may be easily interpretable by law officials. Yet, the debate about 
the definition of pornography has lasted for centuries, and will continue further in light of changing 
ideas about art, media, and culture. As such, legal measures against pornography without clear 
definitional agreement risk the haphazard censorship of valid and acceptable images and ideas.
Harm Versus Harm
Potential dangers with legal measures against pornography demonstrate that the perceived 
harm of censorship is more considerable and risky than the perceived harm of pornography. This 
section will discuss the potential risks in enacting a pro-censorship policy.
Free Speech
Anti-pornography feminists argue that pornography perpetuates images of sex as unequal, 
demeaning, and perhaps violent, and images of women as sexual objects and subordinates. From 
that perspective, some thus argue that pornography is a form of hate speech that transforms into 
discrimination against women. Hate speech against any group is protected speech under the First
6 A recent controversy suggests the incongruent nature of defining these categories. A photograph of writer Ntozake 
Shange in what she described as “a pretty lace top” in an issue of Poets & Writers stirred animosity toward the magazine 
(Strossen 23). Shange described the attack she endured for this photograph: “In the next two issues, there were letters 
asking if Poets & Writers is now a flesh magazine. . . Bare shoulders are exploitation now?” (23). Andrea Dworkin 
asserted that the image was indeed exploitive, and responded to Shange’s question, “It’s very hard to look at a picture of 
a woman’s body and not see it with the perception that her body is being exploited” (23).
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Amendment. Furthermore, anti-pornography feminists seek censorship as a way to limit the 
expression or imagery supporting female subordination and male dominance. However, traditional 
gender role stereotypes that call for this organization still exist for many as truth or the ideal. The 
First Amendment also protects this speech— for, women do not have to suppress that speech that 
denies their full equality, they must simply live and work for that equality counter to traditionalists.7 
Constitutional protection is clearly guaranteed to speech that is discriminatory in nature, albeit 
sexist, racist, classist, ageist, etc. With any censorship policy, the Constitutional right to freedom of 
speech is at risk.
Civil Suits: The “MacDworkin” Law
Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, considered the primary advocates for legal 
measures against pornography, drafted a model ordinance that would facilitate the censorship of 
pornographic materials. This law holds that an individual may file a civil claim against a particular 
source of pornography for directly causing harm to that individual. While MacKinnon and 
Dworkin claim that their law does not constitute censorship since a particular pornographic piece 
does not undergo “prior restraint” and is instead challenged after sale, the result of these suits is that 
the pornographic material may no longer be distributed or sold (Strossen 64). This facet of their 
law, despite no “prior restraint” and civil rather than criminal action, constitutes their ordinance as 
censorship.
Several problems exist with their law and related laws— as seen in its eventual demise in both 
Minneapolis and Indianapolis. First, the “MacDworkin” Law, otherwise known as the Model 
Ordinance, does not include any precursor for protecting some examples of pornography as 
valuable material (Strossen 63). The Supreme Court has established such guidelines for obscenity; 
any material is exempt from status as obscenity when it demonstrates serious literary, artistic, 
political, and scientific value. Under the Model Ordinance, there is no such limitation (Strossen 63). 
Second, the Model Ordinance does not offer any guidelines for evaluating materials as whole units, 
not separated pieces (Strossen 63). As such, single pieces that appear to violate the Model 
Ordinance may cause censorship of the whole work. Traditionally and appropriately, it has mattered 
to the courts that a work has other value.
Anti-censorship feminists undoubtedly fear the consequences that an enacted, unchallenged 
MacDworkin law would inflict on freedom of speech, freedom of sexual exploration, and artistic 
freedom in light of the narrow definition that is included in the law (any sexually explicit material 
that subordinates women). This fear is particularly heightened with the transfer of power to the 
governmental authority— an authority that could unfairly enforce such laws, as Canada has in 
enforcing censorship laws primarily against lesbian and gay erotica (Strossen 241).
7 Nadine Strossen, an anti-censorship feminist and president of the American Civil Liberties Union, explains this point:
“Whatever one’s views about what the status of women should be in our society, it is indisputable that such status is a
matter of great public and political concern... suppressing speech that depicts the subordination of women, or any other
group, would be as contrary to the First Amendment as suppressing speech that depicts the equality or superiority of 
women or others.” (60)
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controlling men. Anti-pornography feminists’ claims that pornography makes men want to control 
women do not consider images and materials that sexualize and support the converse relationships. 
Furthermore, the world of pornography tends to be one of the few spaces that individuals may 
experience that is free of religious or other moral codes— much of the sex depicted in pornographic 
films do not prescribe to the moral guidelines that are perhaps applied to many traditional 
relationships.11 Pornography creates a space in which individuals are truly free to express their 
sexuality without the restrictions of traditional stereotypes and ideas.
Relational Healing
Even while some pornography supports the possibility of solitary pleasures and sexual 
exploration, pornographic materials are often used to  heal, enhance, or repair romantic relations of 
couples. Books like the popular The Joy o f Sex provide illustrations, images, photographs, and text 
that explain how and why a varied, exciting sex life is valuable in a romantic relationship. These 
books, videos, and other materials tend to encourage fantasy and imagination to couples that may 
feel as if they are experiencing varied problems truly enjoying sex. Pornography is often used as 
therapy for couples. In 1992, Patti Britton wrote a letter to the Senate Judiciary Committee in 
response to the then-pending Pornography Victims’ Compensation Act, including the following 
quote:
As a board-certified clinical sexologist, I can tell you that it is common knowledge 
that sexually explicit films and videos are often recommended as a mode of 
treatment for couples or individuals with clinical sex problems. Such materials 
are viewed by professionals as helpful, not harmful, assets in the treatment 
process. (Strossen 163)
From these materials, individuals may be better equipped to communicate with their partners 
about sex and pleasure, creating a mutually instructive and candid exchange that may fortify a 
relationship. The varied images in pornography provide new ideas for couples to experiment with. 
Pornography can also simply inspire couples to reinvigorate their sex lives, depicting sex as 
enjoyable and fun. For many, the result of a healthy sex life is a solid relationship.
Lesbian and Gay Images and Identity
Pornography allows many gays and lesbians to explore their sexual interest in a private way 
that confirms the pleasure and love in queer sex.12 Exposure to this pornography has assisted those
11 Kathleen Sullivan, a Stanford University law professor, discusses this reality, “If social convention, backed by religion 
and law, confines sexuality to the heterosexual, monogamous, marital, familial, and reproductive, then the ambisexual, 
promiscuous adulterous, selfish, and gratification-centered world of pornography is a charter of sexual revolution that is 
potentially liberating rather than confining for women” (Strossen 174).
12 Canadian lesbian activist Chris Bearchell explains how pornography can positively impact the lives of lesbians and 
gay men, “My erotica “habit” began when I was coming out in a small Canadian city in the late ‘60s. It was hard 
admitting that I was sexually attracted to other women, but it got a lot easier when I saw pictures of women having sex. I 
squirreled away copies of soft-core men’s magazines.. .I was vaguely disappointed by the lack of authenticity in much of 
what I saw, and by the meagerness of my collection, but I never gave up hope of finding more and better (juicier)
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who may be confused about sexual orientation by allowing them to explore different kinds of sexual 
images and experience different kinds of feelings. In particular, gay and lesbian pornography offers 
diverse sexual images that may not be accessible in mainstream media images of sexuality. Gay and 
lesbian pornography has accordingly made it easier for some people to come out and accept their 
sexual orientations by displaying gay and lesbian sex as exciting, pleasurable, and healthy.
Hilary Kincaid suggests that anti-pornography activists, including Andrea Dworkin and 
Catherine MacKinnon, neglect the world of gay and lesbian pornography: “Both Dworkin and 
MacKinnon also completely ignore the fields of gay and lesbian pornography, assuming that male 
dominance over women is the only possible or indeed plausible power relationship between the 
sexes” (Kincaid 7). Clearly, gay and lesbian sex does not biologically fit into this male-control- 
female paradigm. As such, this pornography does not necessarily fit into the arguments of anti- 
pornography feminists and may thus be eschewed as exerting positive, liberating messages for 
lesbians and gay men. The narrow focus of anti-pornography feminists’ fight against pornography 
does not account for lesbian and gay pornography, nor does it realize the positive effects that this 
pornography can have on the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender population.
Accessible Sex
The consumption of pornography is for many people a sexual experience. For some, it may 
serve as their sole sexual experience and source of sexual information. As such, pornography 
provides the possibility of sex to those who may not or cannot engage in physical sexual contact. 
For example, pornography makes sex and pleasure accessible to people who may not have sexual 
relations due to ability, physical conditions, sexual dysfunction, geographic isolation, and emotional 
or mental inhibitions.
In an effort to preserve the sexual freedom of the blind and people of other ability levels, 
disability rights activists protested in the mid-1980s when Congress attempted to prevent the 
Library of Congress from publishing Playboy in braille (Strossen 164). Barbara Faye Waxman, an 
expert in the sexual health of disabled women, noted that this effort by Congress was congruent 
with other acts meant to oppress and/or ignore the sexuality and sexual experiences of disabled 
people (Strossen 164).
Pornography: The Safe Sex
Furthermore, in a society plagued by sexually transmitted diseases, pornography may be a safe 
alternative to actual physical contact with another individual. This positive public health role of 
pornography is often ignored. Pornography allows men and women to safely experience with sex 
by themselves or with others, without the risks of sexually transmitted diseases and unwanted 
pregnancy. For those who may be affected by some sexually transmitted disease(s) and choose to
images. Eventually, I moved to the big city—Toronto—and grew from a baby dyke into a gay activist and journalist. 
Then, what seemed to be a miracle happened.. [L]esbians began to make and distribute sexual imagery of our own” 
(Strossen 167-8).
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refrain from sexual contact temporarily or permanently, experimentation with pornography can 
provide sexual pleasure.
Anti-pornography feminists ask, ‘Shouldn’t we censor pom to save women who can’t make 
decisions for themselves?’ Pro-pornography feminists answer no; they suggest that such a question 
undermines the message of the women’s movement—which is that women can, despite institutional 
challenges, make decisions for themselves. Hilary Kincaid discusses the privileged “we” that is 
often represented as the voice of anti-pornography feminists who attempt to prove that “full 
consent” is impossible:
MacKinnon claims that she knows the truth about the real status of women.
From the bulwark of education, wealth, and relative fame she cries the message 
of the 'true believers’. Yet this assumption of privileged knowledge reveals an 
encroaching moral maternalism. O n what authority does this woman speak?
Why would she know more than the pom  actress... about the realities of [her 
life]? (7)
These anti-pornography feminists discuss the female pornographer as a physical manifestation 
of patriarchal coercion, not as an individual capable of making adult decisions. This “moral 
matemalism” asserts that some women are free enough from patriarchal binds to see what women 
employed in the pornography industry cannot. Pro-pornography feminists argue that the 
authoritative claims of anti-pornography feminists are counter to feminist change.
From the perspective that women who choose to earn a living as pornographers do so freely, 
pornography positively serves as a viable work choice— a work choice that many pornographers 
enjoy. “... Writing and editing pornography have given me— and my readers, I trust— pleasure: the 
pleasure that no one talks about when we talk about pornography” (Antoniou 21). Other sex 
workers speak of the pleasure and even self-empowerment gained through the production of 
pornography and other sex work.13 The pornography industry creates nontraditional positions for 
women, allowing them to mingle sexual creativity, artwork, technical skill, and business expertise in 
an “alternative” realm of work.
In essence, the panoply of pornographic images provides space for multiple interpretations 
and uses. Though images of misogyny and sexual violence may exist, egalitarian, pro-woman’s 
pleasure images also grace the reels of pornographic films and the words of pornographic print. 
Pro-pornography feminists often call upon positive impacts of pornography to defend these 
sexually explicit materials that are vulnerable to legal attack.
13 Karen, a pseudonym for a law school student who also works as a nude dancer, wrote a letter to Nadine Strossen 
expressing this point, “Erotic dancing has been tremendously liberating for me. The first time I ever got up on stage and 
took off my clothes, I was terrified. But at some point I crossed a line after which I left behind forever a lifetime of 
feeling self-conscious about my naked body, left behind all the baggage of sexual inhibition civilized society had 
impressed upon me. Women who still cling to that baggage imagine the woman who dances or poses nude as vulnerable 
and degraded. They don’t understand that for the woman who has crossed that line and embraced the taboo, she feels 
instead the thrill of empowerment” (Strossen 195).
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Counterspeecb: Alternative Responses to Legal Measures 
Feminist writer Molly Ivins speaks of counterspeech:
I do not like pornography. In fact, I think it probably does harm 
people... [P]robably all those ugly pictures do encourage violence against women. 
What should we do about it? Well, my answer is: not a goddamn thing. The cure 
for every excess of freedom of speech is more freedom of speech. (Strossen 67)
Her sentiments mirror those of many feminists who find the pro-censorship approach to be 
inadequate and self-defeating. For those feminists who see their ideals of equality and safety for 
women violated in pornographic materials, alternatives to censorship do exist. Just as the First 
Amendment proteas pornography, it may protea counterspeech, ideas and messages that counter 
the anti-woman sentiments in some examples of pornography.
Counterspeech does not constitute censorship since it does not engage the government in a 
decision-making role about the acceptability of pornography. Counterspeech is superior to 
governmental action because it returns power and control to citizens themselves, honoring 
dissension and personal decision-making capabilities. Counterspeech methods encourage the free 
flow of ideas, placing the responsibility on the individual to decide what he or she will purchase and 
consume.
Specifically, counterspeech may be defined as efforts that present messages that counter those 
harmful messages that one is attempting to protest. For example, publicity campaigns, boycotts, 
letter-writing, educational workshops, and protests and marches all constitute counterspeech. One 
particular example is that of an anti-pornography boycott of the film People vs. Larry Flynt in order to 
counter the glorification of Larry Flynt, a primary pornographer and owner of Hustler magazine. It 
should be noted that the women’s movement itself is founded upon counterspeech methods and 
tactics that aim to spread ideas that challenged the status quo.
Violence, not pornography, is the serious problem facing society today (Smith 182). With this 
sentiment in mind, is attacking pornography the answer to ending violence against women? Some 
feminists suggest that the attack against pornography is not a strategic move to end violence against 
women, but rather one that elicits high market value within the political exchange of ideas. Instead, 
other tactics to address those conditions and ideas that perpetuate violence against women should 
be sought.
Simple Answer to a Complex Problem
Previously in this paper, Baron’s 1990 study was cited in order to show a statistically positive 
correlation between pornography consumption in certain geographical areas and gender equality. 
Furthermore, in those cases in which that correlation did not stand, Baron showed that the addition 
of cultural support for violence was the true cause of rape rates. “A macho culture pattern 
independently influences men to purchase more pornography and commit more rapes” (364). 
Therefore, pornography may more accurately be seen as a result of a male chauvinistic culture rather
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than a cause of such. Like violence against women, pornography may in some cases be a 
consequence of misogynistic ideas and practices.
As such, some feminists have discovered in pornography a simple answer to a complex 
problem. In charging that pornography creates a culture that accepts violence against women, anti- 
pornography feminists have neglected the culture that creates pornography. Feminist resources 
have been excessively channeled toward pornography, at the expense of other issues like violence 
and poverty. Feminists should therefore redirect their grassroots efforts.14 Instead of focusing on 
issues that are extremely divisive to the feminist community and shall remain unsettled due to the 
reasons enumerated above, anti-pornography feminists should focus on other issues that are more 
directly linked to discrimination and violence against women.
High Market Value
It is suggested that Catherine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, and other outspoken anti­
pornography activists focus on the issue of pornography due to its peculiar market value. The issue 
of pornography is a sensationalistic one since it focuses on sex, a “hot” topic; as such, anti­
pornography feminists receive significant press and media attention for their attitudes. This special 
attention is also peculiar in light of the limited media attention that is afforded to other, more 
serious women’s issues and topics. Laura Antoniou explains this reality:
Usually, when a woman with some academic credentials behind her stands up and 
rails against the heterosexist, patriarchal, violence-loving, oppressive, angry-white- 
male culture, she is left alone with her women’s studies classes, published in 
under-distributed journals, abandoned by the mainstream to wait for tenure and 
retirement... What made MacKinnon and Dworkin such a uniquely successful 
feminist force to be reckoned with?...It was the smut... What they discovered, 
after years of putting in their time on various feminist fronts, was that the 
pornography war was the only one which the aforementioned hetero-patriarchal 
government and culture responded to. (21)
In their arguments against pornography, anti-pornography feminists have found many 
sympathetic ears: the media and the far Right. In their own plight against pornography, religious- 
conservatives have aligned themselves with anti-pornography feminists. This alliance has stirred 
resentful sentiments from other feminists who know that the Right’s fight against pornography is 
based in traditional attitudes about sex and gender that are not upheld by most feminists. Even 
more disturbing is the reality that the outspoken sentiments of anti-pornography activists, feminist 
or not, have served as free advertising for pornographers. Many feminists themselves have scurried 
into XXX shops to discover what the fuss is all about.
14 Betty Friedan, founding president of National Organization of Women, emphasizes this point, “I deplore that even a 
very few feminists have been diverted by the issue of pornography from the basic protection of all our rights Now, I 
urge all women to have their eyes opened to the dangers to our basic rights by the pushing of anti-pornography 
legislation" (24).
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The Real Fight against Discrimination and Violence
Feminists who seek the complex answers to complex problems try to address the following 
issues in social, legal, political, and grassroots ways: the devaluation of women’s work, child care 
needs, reproductive health issues, sexist concepts of marriage and family, wage and promotion gaps, 
discrimination in educational settings, equal representation in journalism and other media, sexual 
health education, family law reform, resources for victims of domestic violence, welfare reform, 
health care, and more (Stossen 267, Antoniou 21). Groups such as National Organization of 
Women, Feminist Majority Foundation, and Third Wave Foundation may be consulted as major 
advocacy agencies within the women’s movement that focus on discrimination and violence.
Clearly, many women’s issues and women’s organizations depend on feminists to address issues of 
institutional misogyny and violence— pornographic images of these ills are not considered a primary 
threat.
Conclusion
To add to this debate, as this essay does, may be seen as both a necessary and futile endeavor 
necessary because of the risks of censorship posed to free speech and the liberation of women, and 
futile because the attack against pornography is not the way to end violence against women. 
Nevertheless, the issues and questions discussed in this essay are especially disconcerting because of 
how divisive pornography has become to an otherwise generally united feminist community that 
depends on unity for grassroots accomplishments. For this reason, this topic is an important one.
Another cause for this essay is the overarching nature of anti-pornography feminists’ 
claims. Erotic writer Laura Antoniou summarizes some of the damaging rhetoric of anti- 
pornography feminists:
... Their implied and stated contention [is] that sex is what heterosexual men to do 
to heterosexual women, and that all other forms of sexuality are mere 
representations or substitutions for the same; that essentially all men are bom 
rapists and all women their victims; that women cannot be trusted to enter into a 
voluntary contract that involves any form of sexual expression; and on and on. (21)
These anti-pornography claims warrant criticism since their very core rests on the view that 
women are sub-status humans who cannot make independent decisions, are merely victims, and do 
not have the right to their own sexuality. Furthermore, the risks associated with censorship and 
related legal measures jeopardize free speech and sexual liberation. For these reasons, this paper 
was written. Most importantly, this paper was written to further the voice of both anti-censorship 
and pro-pornography feminists who seek an egalitarian world in which women’s sexual exploration 
and autonomy are ultimately respected. In this world, the grassroots voices of feminists in 
counterspeech mode triumph, without the help of conservative opponents and “ sympathetic-to- 
those-poor-ladies” law. For, censorship indicates that women live in a world that is in many ways 
unchangeable, that requires the government to intervene in ideas. A truly feminist world sees 
feminist ideals as “good enough” to eventually prevail.
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The Third Most Profitable Trade
The road overland to India was crammed in the mid-sixties with people of all nationalities and 
over the seven thousand miles from Liverpool to New Delhi we picked up a lot of hitch-hikers. In 
those days you could take your pick of countries to travel through without hindrance: Germany, 
Austria, Jugoslavia, Turkey, Greece, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Bhutan, Nepal. You needed a 
good bit of money to get through Switzerland, and there were some nervous tribesmen in 
Afghanistan, armed then only with scimitars they never used. Tibet was the only country that was 
decimated, having been overrun by the Chinese in 1957, but mostly in those days everywhere 
including Iran was negotiable. It was a joy to be welcomed as friends wherever we went, even 
though on the road the French could get a little crazy and so could the English. The Germans were 
a sober lot, and the Dutch had a reputation for being miserly. The Irish and Scots liked to party.
The Americans, North and South, got very laid back on the road and the Australians were hardy and 
good-natured. The route was also populated with legal hash, bhang, opium and grass, and travelers 
bartered freely. The LSD they brought themselves on tiny bits of blotting paper.
The popular perception of the road overland in those early days was that people were on the 
road because of the drugs. It wasn’t true. Many westerners including myself and my then husband 
were looking for some meaning in life and sometimes with the help of the mind-expanding 
substances were earnestly investigating Eastern philosophies and religions. But in one way or 
another most travelers on the road tended to be in one sort of transcendent haze or another. 
Naturally, you heard a lot of stories. I heard some I’d have preferred not to hear. This is one of 
them.
I heard it late at night from Fritz, a freaked-out German we’d picked up on the road. A lot of 
people were freaked-out at that time, so we didn’t ask him why. H e’d been traveling with what he 
thought was a couple in their Jeep, he said. The man had what Fritz thought was an English accent 
and the woman seemed to have a vaguely French accent, but he hadn’t taken that much notice. It 
turned out that the “Englishman” driving the vehicle had picked up the girl at Le Havre only a 
couple of weeks or so before Fritz met up with them, but they were obviously having some sort of 
relationship. With those distances, a ride could last for days or even weeks. People got out along the 
way when they felt like resting up and taking a few baths in some ethnic hotel for a few days.
Anyway, the German told us that a few mornings before he met up with us, he’d been shaken 
awake a little before dawn by the “Englishman” who, with eyes that were just a little wild-looking, 
was insisting that it was time to get on the road. “What’s the hurry?” asked the German. The night 
before had been one of those late sessions. In the middle of nowhere, under the stars on the 
vastness of undulating purple Asiatic hillsides, the three of them had enjoyed a long evening of 
eating, drinking and hubble-bubble smoking with a band of local tribesmen. The laughter, singing 
and sign-language had gone on far into the night. Now in the early half-light there was no trace of
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the tribesmen. They’d already left, traversing their scrub hills on horseback and mule amongst 
ancient, unmarked routes far from the main roads.
The German tried to close his eyes again, but the Englishman was already in the vehicle, 
revving impatiently. So in the chill of dawn the German scrambled to his feet, quickly gathered up 
his gear, hurried towards the open back door and got in. The Jeep took off at once in a cloud of 
dust. As the German dozed in the back, he was vaguely aware that the front passenger seat was 
empty. It was only when they had been on the road for the best part of an hour and the sun was 
wanning up the side of the vehicle that the Englishman turned around and explained. “I’ve sold the 
girl, man,” he said, with only a faint film of sweat on his early-morning face.
Naturally, I had a lot of questions for Fritz. An unidentified man with an English accent, 
driving a Jeep, was said to have “sold” an unidentified young woman with a French accent in an 
unknown, remote location in an unidentified area of an Eastern country and it was hearsay. Who 
was responsible for reporting this, and to which consulate in which country would they do so? Fritz 
shook his head, as if half-doubting the evidence of his own eyes and ears. Was he implicated? He 
seemed dazed. It wasn’t even clear which country this had happened in. They had been near a 
border, but which one? O n which side of it? Under what circumstances had the girl been left 
behind? Had she left of her own volition while Fritz slept? Had she gone with the tribesmen or with 
someone else? What did the Englishman mean by “sold?” Was it temporary or what? Would she be 
coming back? Was she all right? Was this as gruesome a story as our creeping flesh told us it was?
The point I’m making is that people disappear and that this can happen much more easily, 
quickly and irrevocably than we might think. It came close to me and I did nothing. I felt at the time 
and still do, that each one of us travelers who heard her story had somehow by omission left that 
girl to her fate. I felt responsible. That I can tell it more than thirty-four years later as though it 
happened last week shows how fresh the story remains in my mind. I would like to be able to think 
that in a way this story was a turning point for me, but I can’t. I had no idea what to do, and like 
everyone else, I did nothing. Perhaps because of this incident and some others like it that happened 
around this time, I came to develop the habit of speaking out and of taking the responsibility to act 
when others can’t, won’t, or think that there is no reason to speak out. But for that girl it was too 
late, and I still don’t know what happened to her.
According to the U.S Department of Justice, the selling and reselling of women is now the 
third most profitable business enterprise in the world (Albert). The incredibly powerful and almost 
unstoppable black market for drugs is first, and the international firearms trade is second. Engaging 
in trafficking of women and children as commodities is easy, there are relatively few risks for the 
traffickers (United Nations), and there are few repercussions. Where gold and other valuable 
resources were once plundered by colonialists, “female labor is now the major export of the Third 
Worl d, and these girls are just another source” that can be exchanged over and over again for 
money (Zielenziger A12).
In Asia, slave trafficking patterns go from Thailand to Japan, from Eastern Europe and Russia 
to Bosnia, from Burma to Thailand and from Nepal to India (Ralph). About fifty thousand of these
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women and children are dumped in the United States every year. Thirty thousand of these come from 
South East Asia, ten thousand come from Latin America, four thousand come from Russia and 
Eastern Europe, and about one thousand come from elsewhere. So they are right under our noses. 
They pepper the country, arriving and working as prostitutes, imprisoned, low-paid domestics 
and/or factory labor from San Francisco and Los Angeles through Houston, Chicago, Miami and 
Orlando, to Atlanta and New York (Lin A22).
These are probably among the most sobering and serious details about the world of business 
that it is possible to find. And yet the modus operandi of nearly every nation has been to do nothing to 
stop the trafficking of women and children.
This immorality and criminality in global commerce was acknowledged as many as fifty years 
ago, when the United Nations Convention on the Suppression of Traffic in Persons and the 
Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others was enacted in 1949. “Under the treaty, nations agreed to 
punish traffickers and illegal brothel-owners or their accomplices. They also pledged to protect and 
safely repatriate trafficking victims” (United Nations). This didn’t happen. Even with this conscious 
awareness abroad, very little was done to prosecute offenders and even less was done to protea 
victims. Offenders got off lightly if not completely and victims were often criminalized and 
imprisoned. What is interesting about these facts is not so much the overt criminal aspects of them 
as the covert ones. Who is to blame for the failure to apply moral redress in the form of the legal 
enforcement, or at the least a move towards that? Are not we and our elected lawmakers answerable 
for our failure to protea victims? If we are answerable, then what is our global perception of this 
criminality? The implication is that as long as we don’t realize crimes are being committed, then as 
far as we are concerned, they are not. But since human bondage is the issue, can we afford to 
remain in a state of ignorance that allows slavery even in our own neighborhoods?
The awful truth about this aspect of modem global commerce is that until last year there was 
no universally agreed set of protocols for dealing with this perversion of “free trade.” Consequently 
people engaging in it have flourished unhindered. Worse, many nations have no laws against 
trafficking in persons, and the few inadequate laws that exist have often gone unenforced (United 
Nations). The Philippines, for example, passed many laws on this, such as The Migrant Workers 
Act, which defines certain actions of illegal recruiters as criminal, The Philippines Passport Act, the 
Witness Protection Act and the Mail Order Bride Law. All of these revise the penal code and render 
slavery criminal. In spite of all this, trade in abducted and duped young women has flourished, and 
one third of the huge trafficked population in South East Asia comes from the Philippines 
(Manalo).
Perception is crucial. Trade in women probably has flourished partly because it has not been 
responsibly perceived by those involved in the trade or by those witnessing it. Neither group seems 
to recognize that the slave trade robs human beings of dignity, neither sees the human being as 
above price.
Let us remember also that this trade is not the provenance of a few psychopathic monsters 
who behave in aberrant ways. It is the provenance of many, many people who go about their
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business of trading what amounts to millions of humans just as easily as they might open up their 
Mom and Pop stores every morning. People involved fulfill many and varied functions. There are 
enforcers, recruiters, travel agents, abductors, lorry and van drivers, smuggling rings, gangs, parents, 
aunts and uncles, document forgers, robbers, drug traffickers, loan sharks, extortionists, money 
launderers, bribers, terrorists, pimps, motel owners, hotel owners, student visa procurers, fake 
document dealers, brothel owners, corrupt government officials, corrupt police, criminal syndicates, 
brokers and employment agencies (Richard). And from what Fritz told me, it is also the provenance 
of at least one opportunist Englishman who just happened to have a white female hitch-hiker in his 
car when someone made an offer for her that he could not refuse. These are not monsters; they are 
people, most of whom are fully aware that they are trading in human beings and that they are doing 
it for money.
But flawed perception does not apply only to criminals. Let us see what the United States, with 
arguably one of the most sophisticated legal systems in the world has made of all this. According to 
Linda Valentine of the IRS, prior to the implementation last year of the brand new Victims of 
Trafficking and Violence Protection Act 2000, there was no legal acknowledgment that 
psychological harm could be caused to women who were routinely beaten and/or threatened, 
bribed, coerced, abducted, starved, sexually abused, sold, bought, imprisoned, robbed, humiliated 
and kept socially isolated. There was no legal acknowledgment that young children could be 
trafficked for sex. There was no legal acknowledgment that passport fraud and the withholding of 
documents were crimes linked and integral to the slave traffic. There was no restitution to victims. 
There were no health services, or work permits given to victims, and no attempt to house them. 
Neither was there any legal avenue of redress by which abused, transported and stranded women 
could petition. With traffickers tending to abscond in situations of discovery and female victims 
being left stranded, what used to happen in the United States until last year was the same thing that 
happened in so many other countries (United Nations) - the women victims were treated as 
criminals. They were arrested as prostitutes and detained without proper housing with no access to 
health services or translation services, or even to privacy. Eventually they were deported as illegal 
criminals and when they arrived at their home countries, were immediately imprisoned for periods 
of years. Their abusers, in the meantime, who had gotten away with their crimes against these young 
women, were busy abducting and recruiting and forging documents for a fresh batch of young 
Asian village girl s driven by poverty to seek promised high-paying work in U.S. “restaurants.”
Now all that is reported to have changed with the U.S. Victims of Violence Protection Art 
2000. Immigrant women in abusive situations can now petition for themselves without being 
criminalized, and can now take part in the Witness Protection Program, enabling them to give 
evidence against their abusers. They may also now qualify for work permits and be given access to 
translation and health services. Illegal immigrant women will no longer be detained and 
automatically deported (Valentine).
Another new weapon against this third most lucrative form of business is the new global treaty 
to Combat Sex Slavery of Women and Girls (United Nations). But why did these new Arts come 
about? What is the U.S. legal system, or any other legal system up against?
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“Child victims are easy to come by,” says a chilling report on the matter. “ In some regions, 
parents sell their children to traffickers for ready cash. O r traffickers simply kidnap them. 
Kidnapping is especially common in orphanages, where children’s photographs are taken so that 
future ‘owners’ can choose the child they want.
“According to Human Rights Watch, about 10 percent of the 900,000 children working in the 
Nepalese carpet industry have actually been kidnapped, while more than 50 percent were sold by 
their parents. Some work in the factories by day and the brothels at night” (United Nations). Shelves 
in law offices around the world are crammed with dossiers of statistics on the matter, but to date, 
the listing of statistics in reports has not made much impact on the trade. New laws and tighter laws 
will not automatically solve the problem any more than any penal law alone can stop anyone from 
committing any crime.
Just what effect the new global treaty and the new US Victims of Trafficking and Violence 
Protection Act will have on the trafficking business will become clear as time goes by. Meantime 
most of us will probably continue to do nothing. But individuals can do something. One who did 
act on this and made a lot of difference, probably contributing greatly to the new climate of 
international cooperation is former President of Ireland, human rights lawyer, Mary Robinson. On 
taking up her high-profile post on human rights at the U.N. she made one of her priorities a focus 
on the modern slave trade. One question that we might ask here is what is our personal moral 
responsibility towards these unfortunate ones? If we were to meet and make friends with a little kid 
-  girl or boy - who was put to work in a carpet factory for long hours every day, and was then fed a 
poor meal before being sent out every evening to receive unprotected sexual intercourse from an 
assortment of men, some of them with sexually transmitted diseases, could we bear to allow it to 
continue? Well, Nepal is a real place and that’s where it’s happening. That kid is real, too, just one of 
millions of human casualties to the third most lucrative business in the world, which, as well as 
being also the easiest of the top three money making trades, is the most unethical of them.
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AMANDA L Y N  INNES
The Glass Ceiling: Theoretical Explanations
Introduction
Since the turn of the 20th century, underprivileged groups, including women, have increasingly 
garnered the rights and opportunities formerly available only to white, upper class men. The 
progressive movement toward equality for all was aided by historical decisions ushered in by the 
women’s movement. Legislative programs, for instance, have eased American society through the 
enforcement of equality standards, especially within the world of labor; in particular, the Civil Rights 
Arts of 1964 and 1991, affirmative action, and the Glass Ceiling Act of 1991 were designed to 
eradicate those impediments that prevent women from succeeding in educational settings and in the 
work force. Despite increasing numbers of women enrolled in higher education, American society 
is still pervaded by a glass ceiling that inhibits women, a traditionally underserved group, from 
achieving high-level positions in their respective work places. In 1990, for example, less than 0.5 
percent of the 4,012 highest paid officers and directors in top companies were women (Fierman 
1990). In addition, women represented less than 5 percent of the top positions in the Fortune 500 
companies (Fierman 1990). While some scholars suggest that factors like the glass ceiling, 
promotion gaps, and occupational segregation provide cause for these statistics, many still wonder 
how and why women, though demonstrating competence, intelligence, and success in the 
educational world, are not earning their share of high-level management positions. The social 
theories of three social theorists, Max Weber, Peter Berger, and Dorothy Smith, may help answer 
the following question: why are women less likely than men to move from middle management 
positions to high-level positions?15
Classical Perspective
Acording to Max Weber’s classical social theory, society is ruled by universal rules and ideas 
that are hard to change. Bureaucracies are constructed within societal settings and thus are based on 
those same rules and ideas. Given that the rules and ideas are hard to change, so too are 
bureaucracies difficult to alter. If those rules and ideas limit women’s freedom to excel, then it 
follows that the bureaucracy of commercial life may therefore be seen as an “iron cage” whose rules 
and ideas constrict the opportunities of women therein, preventing them from achieving the goal of 
full rationalization.
15 For the purpose o f this essay, the author collected information about the social theories o f Max Weber, 
Peter Berger, and Dorothy Smith from a comprehensive social theory source entitled Social Theory by 
Charles Lemert.
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Have those rules and ideas limited women’s freedom to excel? The answer is an unqualified, 
yes. In 1940, many firms upheld explicit prohibitions that prevented women from obtaining 
managerial positions (Goldin 1990). And “until 20 years ago, few employers even considered 
women for promotions that would take them outside the female clerical or assembly-line ghettos” 
(Reskin and Padavic 1994, 369).
The bureaucracy of commercial life has historically been organized with men at the very top, 
and because it is difficult to change the nature and substance of bureaucracy, then women are not 
realistically eligible for top positions. Moreover, the simple fact that women have not risen to CEO 
positions could dictate a future reality without women in these high-level positions.
Furthermore, men are consistently chosen for high-level positions in the bureaucracy’s 
movement toward rationalized efficiency; for, the leadership style that currently reigns is a masculine 
one that is usually possessed by men. Consequently, the adjustment to a new style of leadership 
may threaten efficiency. Individuals are “caged” into the reality that the bureaucracy presents and 
blinded to the possibility of change.
Second, the conflict that exists between two types of rationalization, formal and substantial, 
may also contribute to the small percentage of women in high-level positions. According to Weber, 
our world is primarily guided by formal rationalization, means-end calculation with reference to 
universal rules and guidelines. The alternative type of rationalization, substantial rationalization, 
calls for actions toward efficiency with specific values in mind. If the universal rules and guidelines 
have held that men are more appropriate for high-level positions, then in a society ruled by formal 
rationalization, men will continue to hold these roles. However, a shift toward substantial 
rationalization might increase the number of women in high-level positions since this rationalization 
appeals to societal values, some of which are equality, fairness, and merit-based rewards. A society 
marked by formal rationality offers a calculation of the means that ignores individual talents and 
contributions; conversely, a society marked by substantial rationality offers a systematic 
consideration of individuals’ needs and merits. Therefore, it may be seen that our society’s rule by 
formal rationalization perpetuates the pattern of male leaders over female leaders, whereas 
substantial rationalization may call for a more equitable way to evaluate and place men and women 
seeking top management slots with the goal of equality in mind.
Weber’s ideas on authority also provide a plausible explanation for the low percentage of 
women in top directing positions. The three types of authority, traditional, charismatic, and legal- 
rational, all, in some ways, lend themselves to male-dominated organization. Traditional authority is 
that which grants individuals domination through claims of traditional exchange of power, such as 
inheritance. This exchange of power, which exists in some major corporations today as power is 
passed on from family member to family member, generally has not benefited women due to 
traditional ideas that this type of authority passes through the hands of men. Charismatic power,
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which is achieved through the charisma of a (potential) leader, is also typically not bestowed upon 
women since this personality quality is characteristically used to describe men. Simply put, women 
may, in terms of their personalities, be considered charismatic individuals; however, it is not often 
that this perception benefits them within workplaces that reward men more for this quality than 
women.16 Finally, the legal-rational authority that characterizes many upper level positions could 
provide the greatest potential benefit to women since this type of authority is granted legitimacy 
from the organization and the position, not particularly the person. Yet, if top positions are not 
accessible to women, then the acquisition of legal-rational authority is difficult. Moreover, if many 
top directors of big companies contain more than one of these types of authority, then women 
automatically suffer due to the inability to compete with men who are deemed charismatic and have 
a traditional hold on the power available. With this, it may be seen that Weber’s paradigm of 
authority shows how women may be excluded from top leadership positions.
The last concept of Weber’s that may be applied to this phenomenon is that of stratification 
determined by class (economic realm), status (social realm), and power (political realm), which 
contributes to a society in which men and women are divided. First, class describes the separation 
between those who have wealth and those who do not. While it may be noted that women who 
reside in middle management positions are not poor and do harbor some wealth, this wealth is not 
comparable to the immense wealth enjoyed by upper level managers. “A... reason to be concerned 
about the promotion gap is that it depresses women’s wages” (Reskin and Padavic 1994, 372). In 
this sense, men and women are separated. Status describes the divisions between communities of 
lifestyles and the prestige attached to each. Thus, as lifestyles created among men attain much 
prestige (i.e. “the old boys’ club”), they consequently retain much of the dignity attached to high 
leadership positions, withholding them from qualified women. Women are kept out of this social 
realm since “top-level management is a male environment, and some men feel uncomfortable with 
women” (Reskin and Padavic 1994, 377). Third, those who are at the top of the hierarchy of an 
organization typically harbor much political power. Thus, it is to men’s advantage to keep women 
out of those positions since a woman’s political influence may hurt a man’s political privilege.
Along with their difficulties in achieving promotion, women are permitted less authority (Reskin and 
Padavic 1994).
In essence, Weber’s ideas on stratification, authority, rationalization, and bureaucracy 
demonstrate that high-level positions are intentionally and unintentionally withheld from women in
16 This may be seen in the case o f Ann Hopkins who sued for sex discrimination for not being promoted 
though she was statistically the best promoter at Price Waterhouse among her competitors. Her male 
mentor suggested that the likelihood o f her promotion would have increased if she had “walk[ed] more 
femininely, talk[ed] more femininely, [wore] make-up, [had her] hair styled and [wore] jewelry” (White 
1992).
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order to secure men’s privileges, uphold tradition, and perpetuate a system without serious changes 
for the benefit of efficiency.
Micro Perspective
Peter Berger’s micro social theory, primarily known as the social construction of reality, may 
also be used to explain why women are less likely than men to be promoted to upper-level positions 
from jobs in middle management. In particular, Berger’s key conceptualizations of the moments of 
a dialectical process, socialization, and the nature of knowledge offer an explanation.
Peter Berger’s sociology of knowledge approach holds that any body of knowledge may be 
transformed into socially accepted reality or fact. Thus, the pattern of women relegated to lower 
management positions may have become a socially accepted reality that is not open to change and 
remains fact in compliance with the existing pattern. Reality construction shows how people 
ceaselessly create what seems to be factual in reality by building upon existing patterns in reality.
For example, if one organization has functioned successfully with women in certain management 
positions, then those people who are a part of that organization may come to see the 
appropriateness of women in certain roles and not in others. Eventually, they perceive those roles 
as factual and unchangeable. Thus, the face-to-face interactions that introduce ideas about 
appropriate positions for women also solidify these ideas in the minds of individuals involved in 
these interactions.
Berger further develops this idea of a social construction of reality with the concept of 
moments of a dialectical process. These moments can individually and collectively illuminate how a 
reality that limits women continues to exist. Within the moment of externalization, individuals 
create society, either inventing it or supporting existing institutions and patterns. In this moment, 
women come to take roles within middle management and men come to take roles in high-level 
management. This may be illuminated in the slow change of women’s representation in senior 
management positions— the 1-3% of senior managers in 1970 has only increased to the current 5% 
(Segal 1992). A facet of society is created: women serve well in certain positions and men serve well 
in others. “Women... tend to be located in jobs that do not offer the same diversity of experience 
or the same opportunities for upward mobility as men’s jobs” (Reskin and Padavic 1994, 373). For 
example, women may be heavily concentrated in vice president of personnel or public relations 
positions, whereas men, concentrated in positions of higher visibility and risk, such as vice 
presidents of sales or product management grab the seniors’ attention and gain promotion (Reskin 
and Padavic 1994). In the moment of objectivation, individuals start to understand this
everyday life as a reality that exists independently of them, one that is naturally predetermined and is 
not dependent on human beings for its repetition. In other words, women and men may move 
toward accepting their management positions as part of a reality that exists whether they like it or 
not. Language plays a key role in objectivation, offering meaningful words to describe and solidify
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patterns of women in certain positions and men in others. Corporate documents and legislation 
that automatically refer to CEOs as “he” or “him” support the reality that only men may serve as 
upper level managers. This language issue is illuminated in the changing tide of secretary to 
administrative assistant or officer due to males’ discomfort with being described as secretaries, a title 
that is sexualized as female, demonstrating the “contradiction between men’s horror of being 
labeled 'male secretaries' while they are willing to do the same... work as long as they are not so 
labeled” (Pringle 1988, 359).
Finally, internalization certainly solidifies the reality that individuals see: women in middle 
management and men obtaining most or all of the high-level leadership positions. Within this 
moment, socialization occurs in which individuals’ subjective meanings match up with their 
perception of objective meanings; men and women see the glass ceiling as an objective reality and 
begin to subjectively approve it, recognizing that men and women are what they are “supposed to 
be.” Therefore, women are “supposed to be” in limited leadership positions while men are 
“supposed to be” the high-level leaders.
This socialization may occur on two different levels, primary and secondary. Within primary 
socialization, children first learn from their significant others the “appropriate” roles for men and 
women, messages that may stay with these children through adulthood. However, in secondary 
socialization, messages are learned that may or may not contradict messages absorbed in primary 
socialization. Those people, who come across a contradictory message in secondary socialization, 
possibly in higher education or at a work place, may learn to oppose the rigidity and inequality of 
the glass ceiling. The advancement of women thus far indicates this possibility: the percentage of 
management positions occupied by women has increased from 18% of all managers in 1970 to 30% 
in 1980 to 40% in 1990 (Reskin and Padavic 1994, 369-370). Many attribute this reality to the 
secondary socialization offered by the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Similarly though, individuals whose secondary socialization supports initial messages may not learn 
to challenge the status quo.
Berger suggests that society enters an individual through identity; thus, men and women 
develop with separate social roles in mind. Attached to these social roles are expectations and 
appropriate behaviors and thoughts. The concept of men as ultimate and primary leaders becomes 
a social role through which men may identify themselves. Accordingly, women learn a social role 
that dictates that they are not competent to rise above middle management since they are not 
appropriately suited to positions that carry immense power and sway and are theoretically 
demanding.
In essence, Peter Berger’s micro perspective theory of a social construction of reality 
demonstrates how men and women collectively create a reality, and then learn to perceive that 
reality as unchangeable. Therefore, the institution of organizations ruled by men and staffed with
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women in lower management positions is learned as an unalterable reality that eventually acts back 
on the individual. Fundamentally, people are perpetually recreating this social institution.
Contemporary Micro-Macro Perspective
Dorothy Smith’s feminist standpoint theory also offers a comprehensive explanation for the 
glass ceiling. Feminist standpoint theory holds that women’s voices are systematically silenced in 
accord with a societal patriarchy that undervalues women’s lives and contributions. Within this 
patriarchy, Smith says, there are specific societal structures that prevent and discourage women from 
fully expressing their voices, perspectives, and experiences. Smith looks in-depth and tries to find 
women’s voices— an effort that reveals that women do feel as though they are excluded from high- 
level positions. For instance, even women’s interest in senior corporate positions is neglected.
Lucky Grocery Stores, engaging in an informal promotion policy, did not post promotion 
opportunities with the assumption that higher ups knew who was interested. Consequently, women 
were passed over for review (Stender et al. v. Lucky 1992). If women’s singular voices were attended 
to, then higher managers would be cognizant of women’s interest in promotions. Furthermore, the 
accomplishments that women complete toward promotion remain invisible; thus their eligibility for 
promotion is often ignored (Reskin and Padavic 1994). Even in positions of power, women’s 
authority is typically not granted the value that it should be afforded; promotion gaps increase this 
likelihood since women rarely reach the special comfort of autonomy and authority offered to 
CEOs (Adler 1993).
This ignorance of their voices, says Smith, leads to a lack of concentrated knowledge and value 
of women’s everyday worlds. If women’s work ever garnered the attention and value it deserves, 
the world of work would itself change so as to make higher-level positions more accessible to 
women. This problem is emphasized in the conflict that many women face between work and 
family. Companies could provide options to working mothers and family members such as 
flextime, job sharing, childcare, and paid family leave. Though some corporations have attempted 
to create mother-friendly policies that allow women to balance their home and work lives without 
penalty, a study of the top 100 companies commended by Working Woman magazine for policies that 
are fair for mothers revealed that these policies are “frequently not available to all workers... [as] a 
result of employees being pressured not to make use of the policies” (Kiser 1998). Therefore, 
Smith’s discussion of the structures of domination, such as the policies and ideas that guide 
corporate work today, exemplify the struggles that women face in reaching the top. If women’s 
voices were heard and respected, these policies to facilitate women’s inclusion in the corporate 
world would be adhered to.
Smith maintains that women must silence their voices and hide their knowledge in order to 
survive in a patriarchal society with rigid structures and institutions that force women to live by 
“official” knowledge, creating a bifurcated consciousness. Their own perceptions and insights are
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essentially and specifically degraded in a workplace covered by the glass ceiling. Though this 
“official” knowledge may be sexist in nature, Smith explains that women are expected to endure 
their offenders. Some corporations respond to this conflict by holding women back from 
experiences that would guarantee them promotions out of fears that clients’ sexist views and 
comments will jeopardize financial success. For example, according to Antal and Israeli (1993) 
“many companies think twice before posting a woman... to a foreign assignment [that would gamer 
experience for promotion] because they fear that sexist... attitudes will hinder their employee’s 
ability to get the job done" (Reskin and Padavic 1994, 374).
Smith also speaks of the relations of ruling that create barriers for women’s success, two of 
which contribute to the promotion gap. First, homosocial reproduction perpetuates the barriers 
that prevent women from reaching high-level management. Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1977) describes 
homosocial reproduction as the tendency to promote individuals who have social characteristics like 
the current top leaders. Therefore, the cycle of men promoting men is continued since “presumably 
managers believe that similar people are likely to make the same decisions they would" (Reskin and 
Padavic 1994, 377). Second, the segregation code, informal principles that say that men may 
manage men and women but women may not manage men, keeps women from achieving the 
highest positions in a firm (Bergmann 1986). One male corporate manager’s sentiments reflect this 
attitude: “It’s okay for women to have these jobs, as long as they don’t go zooming by me” (Kanter 
1977,218).
Despite the challenges that women face due to the silencing of their voices, the structures that 
create barriers, and the relations of ruling that prevent them from reaching the highest leadership 
positions, Dorothy Smith’s social theory allows room for positive change. She encourages analysis 
toward social change. With the increasing recognition of women’s needs and abilities, change is 
slowly occurring. One company that finally worked toward promotion equality and fairer 
representation of women in top positions is AT&T, which adjusted its promotion and training 
policies under requirement by the Equal Opportunities Commission in the 1970s. In the decade 
following the changes, the new policies resulted in a 300% increase in the number of women in 
middle and upper management positions (Northru p and Larson 1979).
Conclusion
Despite great strides for women in terms of educational and work opportunities, women are 
still underrepresented in top positions of major corporations. The classical social theory of Max 
Weber, micro theory of Peter Berger, and micro-macro perspective of Dorothy Smith show how 
and why this phenomenon occurs. Most importantly, these theories highlight realities that can 
create room for structural, cultural, and social changes that may shatter the glass ceiling.
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Aspects of Confucianism in Footbinding
The custom of footbinding is both shocking and intriguing to most Western people who 
hear or read about it. By most accounts, the practice of footbinding lasted for approximately 
one thousand years in China. It is a widely accepted fact that footbinding began among the 
Chinese aristocracy and had trickled down to the majority of Chinese women by the time of its 
decline. Furthermore, the facts indicate that the tradition was physically carried out and thus 
perpetuated by Chinese women for its entire history. Many Westerners find these facts difficult 
to believe because they see the practice as a form of body mutilation. However, the Han 
Chinese saw the bound foot as an adornment and therefore an integral part of female attire (Ko 
17). While the custom had no official place in the religious lives of the Chinese people, there is 
evidence to suggest a link between the Confucian ideals integral to this patriarchal society and 
the custom of footbinding. The ideals of filial piety and obedience to one’s husband probably 
had a large influence on both the initial popularity and the perpetuation of the custom. 
Confucian ideas concerning visible distinctions between people of different cultures, 
socioeconomic classes and genders are also evident in the practice. It would be impossible to 
deny the fact that certain sexual ideas had some influence on the history of the custom. 
However, the Confucian ideals associated with the practice seem to have played a more 
significant role.
Before looking at the history and Confucian undertones of the custom, this paper will 
examine exactly what the practice of footbinding entailed. The binding process was most 
frequently begun on the twenty-fourth day of the eighth lunar month, the birthday of a goddess 
called the “little-footed miss” (Levy 57). A girl’s feet were usually bound around the age of six, 
although the process could begin considerably sooner or later depending on the family’s 
socioeconomic status (Jackson 23). The ideal outcome of the process was san zun jin lian  or “the 
three-inch golden lotus” (24). In other words, the bound foot should ultimately be the shape of 
a lotus flower bud, thick and rounded at the back and gradually narrowing over three inches to a 
point at the front. The foot should appear as an extension of the leg, requiring the arch to be 
bent into the shape of a crescent moon. The arch of the foot actually had to be broken to attain 
the proper shape (27).'1 A cleft between the ball of the foot and the heel should result; ideally, 
this cleft was two to three inches deep and tight enough to hold a Chinese silver dollar (27).
___________________________________________
' It is unclear whether the arch was broken purposely at the beginning or incidentally during the course of 
the process.
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The actual binding process involved bending the four small toes under the foot toward the 
arch and then tightly wrapping cloths around the foot to draw the ball of the foot closer to the 
heel (Turner 445). If wrapped properly, the bindings actually cut off circulation to the foot 
(Hong 22). Mothers would put sharp objects in their daughter’s bindings, which would cut the 
foot and cause some of the skin to decay. This decay helped to shorten the foot to the desired 
length (Jackson 35). The process of shortening and shaping the foot took about two years (35), 
although the pain did not begin to lessen for four or five years (Chung 57). A girl whose 
binding was begun at the age of five or six could usually walk without pain by the age of 
fourteen (Pang 97). However, the process of binding the foot was never really over.
Throughout their lives, women had to wrap their feet to prevent expansion (Chung 59). The 
final result of the process was that the foot took on a gnarled appearance when seen without its 
coverings. Therefore, young men were often told to enjoy the outward appearance of the feet 
“for if you remove the shoes and binding, the aesthetic feeling will be destroyed forever” (Levy 
112).
There are several stories that detail the supposed beginnings of the custom of footbinding 
in China. One tale, dating back to circa 1146 BC, involves Ta Chi, the empress of Emperor 
Chou Wong. Because of her cunning, the Chinese people believed that Ta Chi was a fox fairy 
that had disguised herself in a woman’s body. However, she could not disguise her fox paws 
and, therefore, had to use silken bindings to conceal them from sight (Jackson 83).2 Another 
popular story suggests that the practice began with a young empress who had a clubfoot. 
Apparently, the other ladies at court felt sorry for her and bound their daughters’ feet in order to 
make her feel better about her deformity (Levy 37). A slight variation on this story suggests that 
the empress herself convinced the emperor to mandate bound feet for all women because she 
did not want to be different (Jackson 83). One of the most interesting stories involves the 
empress Ti Chin who sleepwalked. When her husband, Emperor Yang Shun, discovered this 
habit, she suggested that perhaps her fourteen-inch feet were restless because she sat all day. A 
surgeon cut off nine inches of her feet, which cured the sleepwalking. But the empress was 
unhappy because all the other women at court had naturally long feet. The emperor decreed 
that all women should bind their feet, thereby making small feet the ideal with his wife’s as a 
model that no one was allowed to surpass (83-84). Perhaps the most common story involves 
the T ’ang ruler Li Yu (ruled 961-975AD) and his favorite concubine, Lovely Maiden. The
2 In the early twelfth century AD, a Chinese commentator noted that the practice of footbinding was a 
fairly recent one (Levy 38). Therefore, it seems unlikely that Ta Chi was actually involved in the beginnings 
of the custom, although she may have bound her feet.
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legend claims that she bound her feet with silk cloths at his request so that the tips would be 
pointy like a moon sickle when she danced (Levy 39) .3
While it is impossible to ascertain for sure which, if any, of these stories is the truth, there 
is a common thread that runs through all of the tales. In each of the stories, the first woman to 
bind her feet is either an empress or has some connection with the aristocracy. This seems to fit 
with what scholars know about the early years of the practice. The custom is said to have begun 
in the royal palaces in the middle of the Tenth Century, during the period of the Five Dynasties 
and the Ten Kingdoms (Jackson 10). At first, it was a uniquely royal practice, but it began to 
spread during the Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD) (Turner 446). The practice trickled down from 
the palace dancers and the aristocracy to the upper classes and finally to the masses in a north to 
south geographic direction (Levy 41). By the end of the Seventeenth Century, millions of 
Chinese women of nearly every socioeconomic class were binding their feet (Jackson 11). One 
source calculates that fifty to eighty percent of Chinese women had their feet bound in 1835, 
depending on the region of China (Levy 52) .4 Bound feet became such a norm in many areas 
that women without bound feet were looked down upon (Jackson 16).5 After reading 
descriptions of what the process of footbinding entailed, it seems natural to wonder why so 
many Chinese women would have subjected themselves to this practice for so long. The answer 
can only be found by examining the culture in which the tradition existed.
Although footbinding is not officially mandated in any religion, the practice and its 
popularity do have ties with Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism, which will be discussed 
shortly. Confucianism was never the religion of the masses in China. It was practiced 
predominantly by the “elite” (Reed 168). Assuming for a moment that Confucianism and 
footbinding are indeed linked, it is not hard to see how footbinding might have initially become
3 While many sources suggest that the custom did indeed begin with palace dancers, it is probable that their 
feet were only loosely bound, as it would have been nearly impossible for these women to dance otherwise. 
 One factor affecting the percentage of women that bound their feet was the type of crops that were
grown in the region. In the north of China where wheat was the primary crop, it was possible for women 
with bound feet to work in the fields. Because wheat fields are dry, women could stand or even kneel in 
the fields with their bindings and shoes on. The major crop in the south of China was rice. Because rice is 
grown in fields that are flooded at certain times of the year, it would have been necessary for these women 
to work barefooted. Walking on unbound feet would have been extremely painful, not to mention 
counterproductive to the binding process. Therefore, footbinding was practiced more extensively in the 
north than in the south of China (Turner 449-450). It should be noted that this is only one factor affecting 
footbinding trends and that this trend may have been more complex in regions with several major crops. It 
is offered as just one example of the variations involved in the practice.
5 Even women who could not bind their feet for economic reasons would wrap their feet on special 
occasions and wear the equivalent of a modern high-heel to give the appearance of bound feet (Turner 
462).
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popular among the aristocracy. But Confucianism in China was more than just a religious 
tradition to be practiced on major holidays. Confucianism was more of a philosophical tradition 
that ultimately shaped Chinese culture (161). Beginning with the Han Emperor Wu (ruled 140- 
87 BC), the imperial government promoted Confucian values as a way to maintain law and 
order. Confucianism was an integral part of the daily lives of Chinese people and was therefore 
a part of Chinese society long after its popularity as a religion had declined (Berling 5). 
Confucianism was revived and emphasized again under the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD) just 
prior to when footbinding emerged (www.encarta...). Neo-Confucianism emerged as a 
successor to Confucianism under the Sung Dynasty (960-1279 AD) (Turner 444). This 
emergence occurred at the same time as the rising popularity of footbinding among the masses.
Confucianism is by nature a patriarchal religious tradition (Kelleher 135), dominated by 
men throughout its history (154). Confucian society valued women who were docile and 
yielding rather than contentious or stubborn (Levy 44). Women in Confucianism were taught to 
act according to the “three obediences”. This meant that a woman was to obey her father when 
she was a child, her husband when she was a wife and her son when she was a widow. 
Obedience to one’s father was known as filial piety and was a particularly important quality for 
all daughters to have. Tightly bound feet were viewed as a sign of obedience to one’s parents, 
because only unfilial children would complain about the pain involved in binding (Khaw- 
Posthuma 2). Furthermore, a woman who had submitted to very tight binding from her parents 
could be expected to submit to strict discipline from her husband. It was assumed that she 
would yield to the needs of her family and community without complaint and certainly without 
voicing her opinion inside or outside of the house (11). Footbinding came to be seen as a 
measure of obedience, which ultimately indicated how good of a wife a woman would make 
(25). Therefore, men desired to marry bound-footed women rather than natural-footed women.
Confucian ideology is centered on worl dly, familial relationships and therefore has no 
place for celibacy (Kelleher 137). It concerns itself with how people fit into their ancestral 
lineage. Women are not seen as part of their native family’s ancestry but rather as part of their 
husband’s ancestry. They have no place among a family’s lineage unless they are married. Thus, 
women in Confucian society saw marriage as their most important goal in life and believed that 
bound feet would help them achieve that goal. An old Chinese poem expresses the opinion of 
the day: “Her face is passable, /  But those big feet, laughable! /  A large-footed woman tames, /  
For no one wants to marry her” (Levy 110). In other words, women with bound feet were 
much more likely to find a husband.
Men preferred to marry bound-footed women for several reasons. Tiny feet were seen as 
an ideal of feminine beauty, which made bound-footed women more desirable than natural­
footed women (Khaw-Posthuma 11). Because women with bound feet appeared physically
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helpless, men assumed that they were also mentally helpless (Jackson 15). This made a woman a 
desirable wife, in and of itself. Having a wife who was “helpless” also gave the outward 
appearance of the man’s economic success (15). Furthermore, in the early years of the practice, 
women with bound feet came from higher-class families that did not require them to work in 
the fields. Therefore, men saw the possibility of receiving a good dowry from the family of a 
woman with bound feet (21). Because men desired bound-footed women, women resigned 
themselves to the custom 0ackson 12). The potential humiliation involved in not marrying 
must have been viewed as a fate worse than enduring the pain of footbinding.
A popular Chinese saying comments on the custom of footbinding as follows: “Why must 
the foot be bound? To prevent barbarous running around” (Khaw-Posthuma IV). In other 
words, women’s feet should be bound to confine them to the house, which was thought to be 
their proper place (IV). In essence, Confucian society also saw footbinding as a tool of social 
control for women (Hong 48). Chu Hsi, governor of the Chang Prefecture, advocated limiting 
women’s movements through the practice of excessive footbinding because women are 
inherently lewd and unchaste (Levy 44). As society’s conceptions of women’s morality became 
stricter, footbinding became more popular because it prevented women from wandering far 
from the house and thus from being promiscuous (Khaw-Posthuma 5).6 Realistically, it was 
nearly impossible for a woman to have an affair or for a young girl to sneak out if she could 
barely walk. The result of footbinding was that upper class women lived in relative seclusion 
and lower class women who had to leave their homes always traveled with a companion to aid 
them in walking (Levy 52). Women were essentially confined to their quarters and could only 
participate in housework and approved hobbies such as needlework (23). Thus, the Confucian 
ideal of purity was guaranteed through the practical means of the bound foot.
The Confucian tradition places great importance on properly attired bodies. Proper 
clothing could distinguish between a true Chinese and an outsider and between an upper class 
Chinese and someone from a lower class (Ko 12). For example, areas of China with significant 
populations of minorities were associated with stricter and tighter footbinding practices among 
the ethnic Chinese people living in those regions, presumably as a distinguishing mark of their 
Confucian civility (Turner 453). Unbound feet were seen as the sign of a savage throughout 
China, which was unacceptable to the Confucian Hans (Ko 12). Footbinding became more 
popular under Mongol rule (Levy 48) and was almost ubiquitous among the ethnic Chinese
This greater emphasis on purity and chastity may be linked to the emergence of Neo-Confucianism. 
Neo-Confucianism suggested that women were the “activators of desires" and therefore placed an 
increased importance on self-control (Kelleher 155). The easiest way to solve the problem of women 
tempting men would be to confine them to the house. It is not hard to see how this could easily have 
translated to an emphasis on stricter footbinding, although this idea is merely the author’s supposition.
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people in the Manchu-ruled Ching Dynasty (1644-1911 AD) (Chung 57). Conversely, the 
Manchu women at court refused to bind their feet because they saw the practice as ridiculous 
(Jackson 17)  Thus, the Confucian Hans found a way to distinguish themselves from non- 
Confucians by the size of a woman’s feet.
Confucian society operated on the basis of a hierarchy, that is, each person had his or her 
proper place in relation to others in society. Bound feet were one way of making this distinction 
visible because they were seen as signs of refinement (Levy 32) and aristocratic affluence (62). 
Aristocratic families would first bind their daughters’ feet as early as two or three years of age to 
ensure their extremely small size (Jackson 23). From the Yuan Dynasty on, women who claimed 
to have aristocratic lineage needed to have severely bound feet to accentuate this socioeconomic 
distinction (Levy 46). The bound foot also came to symbolize “security, [social] mobility and 
status” (Hong 25). Families who foresaw the chance of marrying their daughters up the 
socioeconomic scale would begin the binding early so as to make the feet as small and 
aristocratic-looking as possible (Turner 445). As women of all socioeconomic classes began to 
bind their feet, the fashionable foot became smaller and the process of footbinding more severe 
(Levy 61). Upper class women were able to follow this trend because they could afford to 
remain sedentary in their homes. However, lower class women that had to work in the fields 
could not begin the process until close to the age of marriage (Turner 445). Thus, the size of a 
woman’s feet ultimately became very closely linked to her family’s socioeconomic status (445).
It was possible to distinguish between women of different socioeconomic classes just by looking 
at their feet.
It might be easy for a Westerner to mistake footbinding for a passing fashion if one only 
takes a brief look at the practice. However, after considering the popularity and long history of 
the custom, it seems impossible to suggest that the practice did not have some deeper roots 
within Chinese culture. Women would not have willingly subjected their daughters to such a 
painful practice for hundreds of years if they did not see a deeper meaning in it. After 
examining Confucian ideas about a woman’s role as a wife, it becomes easier to understand why 
women willingly bound their daughters’ feet. Bound feet meant marriage, and marriage was the 
only option for a respectable Chinese woman. Furthermore, the custom of footbinding was apt 
to become popular and to survive for many centuries in a society that valued the accentuation 
and delineation of differences. To understand a practice so uniquely Chinese, it is necessary to 
look through Confucian eyes. 8
7 Initially, the Manchus tried to outlaw the practice of footbinding. When this failed, they realized that they
could use footbinding as a way to maintain purity among the nobles (Jackson 17).
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NICOLE L. FUSCIA
Much Ado About Nothing: Shakespearean Feminism?
A major problem with literary criticism is that it is possible to use a text to support one’s own 
opinions and biases, even when the true meaning of the text directly contradicts those beliefs. A prime 
example of this inaccuracy presents itself in many modem readings of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About 
Nothing. Over time, many have come to assume that Beatrice, a character who gives the impression of 
being an anomalous, strong, outspoken, independent woman, is an early model of feminism. However, 
upon careful and faithful evaluation of the text, one sees that she is not what she seems to be.
Shakespeare uses the character of Beatrice to represent women as a whole, and Elizabethan 
women in particular. By creating what appears to be a strong female lead, he embraces a liberated 
and forward-thinking concept of women. O r does he? Elizabethan women were considered 
inferior to men politically, socially, intellectually, and economically — able to exist solely as wives and 
mothers. In truth, Shakespeare merely sets Beatrice up for a fall, as a lesson to women who would 
dare try to break free of society’s acceptable mold.
No female Shakespearean character shines as brightly as Beatrice. This paragon of wit seems to be 
an early advocate of women’s rights. Her saucy tongue and independent mind best the men around her, 
again and again. But who, really, is this woman?
The key to this puzzle is the recognition of Beatrice’s outsider status. An orphan, Beatrice lives 
with her uncle Leonato and cousin Hero. She has been taken in on their kindness, and she realizes this 
every day. This is a society “in which the niceties of interpersonal behaviour are directed by accepted 
rules” (Gay 143). These rules include strong family standards regarding daughters and marriage. While 
Beatrice does not have to contend with the prospect of being married off to the most promising bidder 
for the sake of the family name, she also has no family to call her own.
Besides being an outsider in the family politics of Messina, Beatrice finds herself excluded from 
something much larger, more powerful, and more significant: the Messina boys’ club (Berger 310). As a 
woman, Beatrice wields no political or social power. As Penny Gay says, “[F]or a woman in a solidly- 
structured patriarchal society such as this one, there are no prospects other than marriage or a barely- 
tolerated maiden-aunt status” (144). Her female lot in life is to behave herself, marry, produce heirs, and 
die. As Berger puts it, she is a “commodit[y] in the marriage market” (311).
Kept always on the periphery by both family and gender politics, Beatrice carves her own niche 
with her razor-sharp wit. Because she is unhappy with the place designated for her by birth and 
circumstance, she attempts to create a role for herself that is contrary to societal convention.
Beatrice is saucy and sassy, right from the opening of the play; her first lines are spoken neither in 
response to or at the bidding of a man. Rather, she joins freely in the conversation between Leonato and
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the Messenger. In her ensuing repartee with the Messenger, Beatrice runs circles around the poor man. 
The banter ends with the Messenger’s surrender “I will hold friends with you, my lady"(1.1.72).
Her verbal battles continue with the entrance of Signor Benedick. Here the stage is set for the 
central plot: the Beatrice/Benedick “romance.” There is an obvious familiarity between the two, as 
proven by their first exchange:
Beatrice: I wonder that you will still be talking, Signor Benedick.
Nobody marks you.
Benedick: What, my dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet living? (1.1.95-97)
These lines, along with the ensuing exchange of quips and witticisms, confirm the apparent 
history between the two. However, the verbal sparring also raises questions. Are they arguing or 
flirting? Could it be both? What, exactly, is the nature of the past relationship?
The audience has no clue into this particular question until the second act, during an interesting 
exchange at the masked ball:
Don Pedro: Come, lady, come, you have lost the heart of Signor 
Benedick.
Beatrice: Indeed, my lord, he lent it me a while, and I gave him use for 
it, a double heart for his single one. Marry, once before he won it of 
me, with false dice. Therefore your grace may well say I have lost it.
(2.1.240-245)
Here lies a twist. With a few lines, we see past the cool facade that is “Lady Disdain” and into her 
heart of hearts. She has been wounded, and badly, by romance. Further, Benedick was the culprit! 
Benedick is a major reason for Beatrice’s cynical, unsentimental shell.
In her position as an outsider, Beatrice saw a way in by loving Benedick. In love, it would not 
matter that she was an orphan; Benedick would be her family. It would not matter that she was a 
woman; as a wife and mother she would have respect. Beatrice was in love, so much so that she 
returned Benedick’s affections twofold. However, it appears that Benedick did her wrong, and now she 
is alone, once again on the outside looking in. To defend herself, she constructs walls around herself, 
earning and cultivating her prickly reputation.
Why, then, does Beatrice fall so easily into Hero’s matchmaking trap? Having been burned so 
badly before, one would expect her to avoid Benedick at all costs. Also, a woman as independent and 
astute as Beatrice seems to be should stick to her beliefs regarding the evils of marriage. Instead, she 
casts off her resolutions with scarcely a backward glance, discards the very qualities about herself which 
she held so dear: “Stand I condemned for pride and scorn so much? Contempt, farewell; and maiden 
pride, adieu"(3.2.109-110). This is not the same Beatrice who flaunts convention and forges her own
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path. She now yields her convictions to the opinions of others. “For others say thou dost deserve, and I 
believe it better than reportingly"(3.2.116-117). This is a woman, impulsive, emotional, and fickle, who 
fits the Elizabethan female model exactly. Suddenly, Shakespeare seems much less of a feminist.
Beatrice rallies during the wedding scene (4.1), recapturing something of her past spirit as she 
rushes to defend her cousin. Here Beatrice must play the part of protector, a masculine role abandoned 
by the men who should rightfully perform this duty: Hero’s betrothed and Hero’s father. Nonetheless, 
as a woman, Beatrice holds no power to rectify the situation. She cannot retaliate against Claudio for his 
slander, and so she must turn to men for aid.
With Hero degraded by hearsay and Beatrice helpless to do anything, the situation can hardly be 
considered empowering. When Beatrice demands of Benedick, “Kill Claudio,” she uses the one weapon 
at her disposal (4.1.287). Only by using feminine manipulation can she accomplish revenge. Similarly, it 
is not Beatrice who concocts the scheme that will reveal the truth. The credit for this plan goes to 
(surprise!) a man, the Friar. Leonato believes neither his daughter nor his niece, yet he takes the word of 
the Friar at once. The Friar is the hero, the one who saves the day. Beatrice is restricted, by her gender, 
to the necessity of asking a man to carry out her revenge.
The end of the play sees an entirely different Beatrice. She has, rather conveniently, relinquished all 
signs of independence she possessed at the beginning. She plays no part in Hero’s vindication, even 
though Beatrice was her cousin’s defender. Lady Hero is just that, heroic, because she has never strayed 
from the societal norms expected of her. Meanwhile, Beatrice is reduced to a tame, and almost 
submissive, maiden because she dared to attempt a break from convention. Upon realizing that she has 
been tricked, she shows no indignation or displeasure. Instead, she abandons her former self completely 
at a kiss.
The final union between Beatrice and Benedick is not “a private bliss,” as Gay contends (177).
More accurately, it is a surrender on Beatrice’s part to society and her conventional role. With Benedick’s 
kiss and his “Peace, I will stop your mouth"(5.4.96), she is effectively silenced for both the remainder of 
the play, and, symbolically, the rest of her life.
While outwardly Beatrice seems a model of feminism, she is really a vulnerable and weak woman. 
Shakespeare makes an example out of this female who attempts to create a position for herself in a male- 
dominated social structure. The moral of this drama is hidden beneath the surface: Women are not 
equal to men, and they have their rightful place. Beatrice fights against this assigned status, but fails. She 
stands no more chance at changing her fate than does Hero. Beneath her witty, sassy, unconstrained 
mask, Beatrice is a typical Elizabethan woman. She can be, and has been, wounded by love. At the end, 
she follows her fellow women into her feminine destiny, married and silenced, existing only as an 
extension of her husband Her silence says it all. Beatrice, as Lady Disdain, exists no more. She lives on 
as Benedick’s wife. However, we cannot blame our “heroine.” She has no choice, locked in as she is
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through no fault of her own. It is only the fault of her birth and her circumstances. As Bergen points 
out, in the grand finale nothing has changed, not family politics nor gender roles. “[T]he play happily 
concludes, for Much Ado is a Shakespearean comedy - that is, an experience which ends in the nick of 
time"(313).
To this end, the feminist critic sees that Shakespeare, after all, has not given the audience any sort 
of strong, intelligent, and therefore threatening, woman. He has bowed to the status quo; indeed, he 
really never meant to do anything else. Centuries later, Virginia Woolf realized that “gender identity is 
socially constructed and can be challenged and transformed” (Selden 125), but that is not the case here. 
Shakespeare does not rock the societal boat, and the patriarchal, Elizabethan audience goes home happy.
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LINDSAY LORANNE NUCERA
The Phoenixes of Genesis
A thorough examination of the narratives within Genesis, the first book of the Old Testament, 
proves that biblical narratives often reach far beyond the fundamental details of the Israelite people. 
The narratives help us to understand Israelite sociocultural development by delving into the varied 
and complicated lives and daily existence of the Israelite people. Susan Niditch, in her chapter, 
"Genesis", in Women's Bible Commentary, examines these narratives with a special focus on 
women's roles and women's voices (or lack thereof) in the Bible. Niditch emphasizes the 
significance of child-bearing, fertility, and family relationships in early Israelite culture and shows 
that women who may appear silent in narrative, biblical stories, often find their own voices, power, 
and defined roles in society by means outside the ordinary. For example, Niditch's emphasis upon 
the significance of child-bearing, fertility, and family relationships in early Israelite culture serves as a 
guide in developing a fresh understanding of Genesis and its extraordinary women (19). Also, 
according to Niditch, women who seem passive in Genesis frequently utilize trickery, attentive 
listening and planning, intelligent deception and disguise to their advantage (29). Women participate 
in such divinely inspired activities including creation, childbirth, and the continuation of tribes and 
name-lineage which ultimately positions them close to God.
Throughout the beginning section of her commentary, Niditch illustrates that women's 
"narrative roles parallel social positions" by means of unique female characters and unexpected 
heroines (29). Many Genesis narratives describe social constructions and categories encompassing 
women in Israelite society including the slave, the temptress, the mistress, the mother, the wife, and 
the homemaker. By extension, the above female roles reflect the all-too-common social stereotypes 
that reign concerning women in today's culture.
More specifically to illustrate her points, Niditch provides her audience with specific examples 
of how narrative details from the characters in Genesis correlate with female societal status, 
acceptance, and discrimination. For example, Niditch summarizes and analyzes the story of Dinah 
(Genesis 34) who was raped by Shechem, a male, and passed around between her other male family 
members as a possession rather than a person. Thus, in her story, Dinah can be seen in the social 
role or tag of the victim or property. The principle male figures in her experience have left Dinah 
with a deep sense of affliction, restraint, and alienation (Niditch 27). Furthermore, the men in her 
life use Dinah's sexuality and femininity as an enticement or bribe during times of familial struggle 
or outside confrontation. Also, as Niditch points out, Dinah's social standing as potential wife, 
victim, and abandoned woman, "serve as a reminder that wife stealing and rape were regularly 
associated with war in ancient Israel" (27). The previous quote therefore stresses how narratives 
often represent actual societal occurrences. Another social concern that enters into Dinah's
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experience in Genesis 34 appears to be the issues of mixed or in-family marriages where a woman is 
sometimes viewed as a mediator of shared property between extended generations and families of 
men. Niditch concludes her historical and social analysis of Dinah's story by emphasizing how 
narrative details are quite reminiscent of "actual women's economic and sociocultural roles” (28).
Furthermore, women's narrative roles connect with societal positions in the tale of Hagar 
(Genesis 16) in relation to the ancient Israelite couple, Sarai and Abram (later Sarah and Abraham). 
As a result of Sarai's barrenness, Hagar, a slave-girl, is forced to partake in sexual intercourse with 
Abram, Sarai's husband, in order for his lineage to prosper and spill over into fruitful nations of 
ancestors. The detail that Hagar holds a slave-status transfers directly from the narrative to reality 
and its social institutions. As slaves, women could not refuse to provide sexual (and other) services 
that, during this time period, were typical and expected (Niditch 20). Slavery is even more traumatic 
and detrimental to Hagar, here, because she is enslaved, dominated, and punished by a fellow 
woman, Sarai, not even the patriarch of the family, Abram.
Another social role that manifests itself in Hagar's narrative is that of the surrogate mother. 
The custom of surrogate motherhood (in Israelite society) permitted women who were barren "to 
regularize" (to make normal, to make acceptable) their social status through the use of other women 
who were able to bear children. In conclusion, like Dinah, Hagar exemplifies the victim. She is not 
only the victim of slavery, but the victim of Sarai's will, her banishment, and other involuntary 
forces (Niditch 20). Thus, the narrative roles of slave, surrogate mother, and victim are mirrored in 
real society, and not limited to biblical accounts.
In addition to addressing the similarity between biblical, narrative roles and actual, social roles 
of women, Niditch identifies a paradox that creates a theme/motif throughout her commentary and 
speculation about Genesis. Simply stated, the paradox is: women, in the Bible, are consistently 
placed in subordinate positions, yet they still obtain and retain power in a patriarchal society. 
Overall, women are seen as "marginal in terms of economic and political authority" (29). However, 
from the depths of society, as demonstrated in Genesis, women emerge as phoenixes through 
powerful deeds in the name of the husband, the child — the family.
Returning to Genesis 34, through the narrative of Dinah, Niditch's paradox can be perfectly 
illustrated. "One of the most striking aspects of the narrative is the degree to which Dinah is absent 
and present" (27). Dinah is wholly present in the tale as the center of all main happenings (i.e. 
dealings with Shechem, Jacob, Jacob's sons, Hamor, and familial deception). However, as the 
primary focus of the narrative, Dinah never utters a word (Niditch 27). Dinah, on the surface, may 
appear to be a hopeless victim. However, she makes herself known as a significant and powerful 
force to the men in her family. In essence, she possesses the capabilities to dominate those men 
because of her power in the areas of sexuality, trickery, and keen awareness of her societal position.
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In summary, Dinah, although restricted, objectified, and victimized, proves successful in discovering 
"less her status as a sufferer than the status of the men who control her sexuality" (Niditch 27).
Finally, Rebekah, wife to Isaac and mother to Esau and Jacob, illustrates Niditch's above 
paradox concerning women's power despite subordinate conditions. In Genesis 27, Rebekah 
assumes the role of the trickster who devises a quick-witted plan, according to significant 
information she receives from God regarding her sons (Niditch 22). Through vigilant planning, 
listening, deception, and disguise, Rebekah assists her youngest son, Jacob, in gaining his father's 
inheritance and blessing over her eldest son, Esau. In the confines of a male world, Rebekah act s  
according to God's wishes as she risks sacrificing her life, the love of her husband, and the love of 
her son, Esau. As Niditch illustrates, the immense wisdom, strength of character, and creativity of 
Rebekah shine through in this Genesis account. Rebekah, possibly due to her husband's weakened 
condition, seems to assume the roles of father or husband within her family. Rebekah organizes and 
facilitates a plan, proposes to take a curse upon herself if her plan should go awry, and orchestrates 
Jacob’s journey to safety (23). In Israelite society, the previous list of activities would be considered 
stereotypically male tasks; however, as Niditch repeatedly demonstrates, women in Genesis rise to 
the occasion with attempts to slowly and cleverly release the shackles of subordinate life.
The woman in ancient Israelite literature who would succeed almost must be a 
trickster, must follow the typical path of the marginalized. Yet so clever is this 
trickster, so strong and sure, so completely superior in wisdom to men around 
her that she seems to be the creation of a woman storyteller, one who is part of a 
male-centered world and is not in open rebellion against it, but who nevertheless 
subverts its rules indirectly by making Rebekah a trickster heroine, for this is also 
a woman's power in a man's world, a power of mockery, humor, and deception. 
(Niditch 23)
In summary, Susan Niditch culminates varying perspectives concerning the book of Genesis. 
Her enlightened research could aid others who continue to examine, question, and develop 
conclusions about women and their issues in the Bible. The women of Genesis: Eve, Sarah, Hagar, 
Rachel, Leah, Dinah, Rebekah, and Tamar have shown that sometimes more can be said, heard, and 
accomplished in silence than in words.
Works Cited
Niditch, Susan. "Genesis." Women's Bible Commentary, Expanded Edition.. Eds. Carol A. Newsom 
and Sharon H. Ringe. Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1998. 13-29.
The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha: A n Ecumenical Study Bible. College Edition, New 
Revised Standard Version, Revised and Enlarged Edition. Eds. B. Metzger and R. 
Murphy. New York: Oxford University Press, 1994.
46
AMANDA L Y N  INNES
Dionysus and the Maenads: Worship, Escape, and Expression
On July 31, 1987, patches of a mosaic were found in Sepphoris, Palestine.1 These patches 
were pieced together to create the first floor pavement of a monumental building allegedly 
destroyed by an earthquake in the third century c e . The panels of this mosaic depicted scenes 
extracted from mythology and cult practices of the pagan god Dionysus. Not only do these panels 
amount to a valuable source of information regarding Dionysiac worship, they also exemplify the 
kind of sources that researchers rely on to piece together the religious lives of humans in antiquity.
Just as ancient relics such as this mosaic are difficult and laborious to unearth, deciphering 
between truth and myth within ancient sources also becomes an arduous task, particularly in 
sources that describe pagan worship of Dionysus. Dionysus’s role as patron god of theater has 
assured his immense influence on literature and art of the Greco-Roman period and beyond. 
However, this influence presents academics with the assignment of distinguishing whether the 
images displayed in or on these artistic pieces is documentation of actual events and people or a 
result of mythic influence on artists’ imaginations. Michael Jameson asks, “maenadism (worship 
of the god Dionysus, primarily by females)... known primarily from literary and artistic depictions, 
has been much debated— how much is imaginary, mythical, or symbolic, and how much 
corresponds to real life?”2 Some reliable sources do exist, such as calendars which record dates 
and other pertinent information for Dionysiac rites and Euripides’ play The Bacchae which probably 
influenced later Dionysiac ritual and language.3 Additionally, the cultic archetype of the traditional 
Dionysiac worshippers of Greco-Roman times may be compared to religious cults existing in 
other times and places, supporting the idea that ancient Dionysiac worship is both plausible and 
even likely.4
The problem of the historicity of Dionysiac worship becomes doubly complicated by the 
fact that this worship was primarily a woman’s activity.5 This complication partially results from 
the scarcity of sources written by women. Men writing about women sometimes project their
1 M. Myers, C. Myers, E. Netzer, “Artistry in Stone,” Biblical Archaeologist 50 (1987): 224.
2 Michael Jameson, “The Asexuality o f Dionysus,” in Masks o f Dionysus, ed. T. Carpenter, C. Faraone 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 60.
3 Dirk Obbink, “Dionysus Poured Out: Ancient and Modem Theories o f Sacrifice and Cultural 
Formation,” in Masks o f  Dionysus, ed. T. Carpenter, C. Faraone (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1993), 68,76.
4 E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1951), 273.
5 J.T. Sanders, “Dionysus, Cybele, and the ‘Madness’ o f Women,” in Beyond Androcentrism: New 
Essays on Women and Religion, ed. R. Gross (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977), 125.
6 William Sullivan, “Book Reviews,” Journal o f  Ecumenical Studies XXVIII (1991): 171.
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own perceptions which may not be the most accurate descriptions of women’s lives.6 
Furthermore, Ross Kraemer explains that existing sources do not sufficiently present accurate 
portrayals of female worshippers of Dionysus, known as maenads, and the causes for women’s 
great interest in Dionysiac cults.7 Despite the inadequacy of sources about female worshippers of 
Dionysus, certain conclusions can be made based upon the information that can be definitely 
determined by analyzing these sources. Evidence shows that embodied in ancient worship of 
Dionysus was opportunity for women to closely identify with a deity and simultaneously rebel 
against a societal organization which placed restrictions on them. Thus, in accordance with 
mythic ideals associated with Dionysus, women of antiquity utilized this worship to both escape 
restriction and express frustration with it.
The Origin o f Dionysus: The Myth o f Semele
In order to explore ancient women’s attraction to Dionysus, myths describing his origins, 
existence, and character must be consulted. The myth of his conception by mortal mother Semele 
explains Dionysus’s life path. In this myth, presented in Euripides’ The Bacchae, Dionysus is 
described as a product of a Theban woman, Semele, and Zeus, the most powerful of the Greek 
gods.8 The myth holds that Hera, Zeus’s partner, in a fit of jealousy, causes Zeus to murder 
Semele with a thunderbolt. However, unborn Dionysus is saved. Years later, he returns to 
Thebes to spread Dionysiac worship there in order to vindicate his mother’s honor and penalize 
Semele’s family for disregarding her claim of divine impregnation. This punishment occurs in the 
form of a “divine-ly induced madness,” which causes Theban women to engage in strange 
activities.9 An excerpt from Euripides’, The Bacchae, describes the women’s madness:10
Though the altered state is here presented as a punishment, ritual possession was viewed as a 
gift. Ultimately, this myth frames Dionysus in a light which was conducive to females identifying 
with, and therefore worshipping, the pagan god. Dionysus’s purpose and eventual triumph in 
restoring Semele’s reputation signifies a connection between a god and a mortal woman, a 
connection which is not always obvious and/or celebrated in the myths of other pagan gods and 
goddesses.
Properties o f Dionysiac Worship
As women found a space within the stories of Dionysus, cults, primarily made of women, 
were organized to worship him. Dionysiac worship correlated highly with components of the
7 Ross Kraemer, “Ecstasy and Possession: The Attraction o f Women to the Cult o f Dionysus,” Harvard 
Theological Review 72 (1979): 55.
8 Ibid., 57.
9 Ibid., 58.
l0Euripides, The Bacchae, translated by P. Roche (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1974),
82, 105-119.
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Semele myth. The madness experienced by the Theban women was experienced by followers 
through drunkenness; thus, Dionysus is best known as the god of wine and the grapevine (as well 
as theater), connecting him with ideas of fertility. The idea of fertility is artistically conveyed in 
Dionysus’s repeated representations with a thyros, a sacred branch, in his hand. The Greek word 
for this branch is bakchos, hence the terms bakchoi (male) and bakchos (female) were used for the 
followers of Dionysus, also known as Bacchus in Italy.11 As a result, he was associated with 
themes of divine enthusiasm and ecstatic release.12 Dionysiac rites were typically kept secret for 
those who were initiated into a maenadic association called a thiasos.  Maenadic cults had both 
private and public dimensions.14 The rituals therein, collectively referred to as the orgia, involved 
nightly celebrations, snake-handling, and commemorative dancing. Maenads were described as 
women with wild hair and attire, sometimes compared with nymphs. Maenadic celebration 
typically culminated in a self-affirming retreat to a mountaintop which reflects the events 
surrounding the madness of the Theban women in the Semele myth.15 Misconduct of a sexual 
nature was suspected as were rumors of maenads murdering their offspring or ravaging wild 
animals.16
These aforementioned properties of Dionysiac worship as well as the Semele myth 
illuminate a space in which women identified with Dionysus. Dionysus was perceived as a source 
of divinity within all people and so worshipping women consequently felt empowered by 
complete access to him despite varying degrees of gender-associated inferiority within society. 
Some images of the pagan god depict him as effeminate. Typically, in these images, he wears 
female clothing and jewelry, his masculinity may only be identified by the presence of a beard in 
representations of him as an older man.17 Dionysus was also often related to earth-worship and 
infatuation with fertility and life processes. “Semele” is an Indo-European word for earth; thus, 
Dionysus was seen as a product of both divinity and earth, directly connected to fertility and 
womanhood.18 Furthermore, Dionysus is described as having attributes of bisexuality, the 
coexistence of components that traditionally belonged to both genders; the god transcended 
limited sexuality and sex roles.19 Other images present the pagan god as androgynous; his maleness
11 Myers, Myers and Netzer, 230.
12 Ibid, 228.
11 Lynn LiDonnici, “Women’s Religions and Religious Lives in the Greco-Roman City,” in Women & 
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was thus not disruptive to women’s worship and identification with him. Finally, Dionysus was 
often depicted as a traveler with a group of people, spreading his message and worship, fostering 
the idea that Dionysus embraced a strong connection with mortals, those who are “below” him.20 
Consequently, people in the lower strata of society’s hierarchy, such as women, would connect 
with him because he represented a higher person/power constantly reaching and serving his 
“lower” followers. As a result of these traits, Dionysus is “preeminently the god of women.” At 
least until the late Hellenistic period, women were the primary worshippers in Dionysiac cults and 
men’s participation was limited.21
Space for female worship allowed for a particular motif of worship to arise: gender role 
reversals. Leadership in Dionysiac worship primarily became women’s responsibility as priestesses 
and governors of ritual guided cults, a phenomenon which differed from the typical construction 
of pagan cults and contradicted society’s picture of women.22 Because of Dionysus’s androgynous 
identity, role reversal was acceptable for both men and women. In celebrations, both men and 
women would don the other’s typical clothing. Maenads would assume the masculinized role of 
hunter. Dionysiac celebration created a space in which expected sex roles were challenged and 
even ignored.
Ecstatic Worship as an Escape
Role reversals prevalent in Dionysiac worship provide a key to why women were attracted to 
Dionysus and maenadic cults. Numerous historians agree that the status of women in classical 
Greece proves to be “among the worst of women in western society at any time.”23 In 
abandoning their gender roles, women were encouraged to neglect their domestic obligations as 
house manager and caretakers of children in favor of worship.24 In superseding familial and 
gender-associated responsibilities, cultic worship reflected an indifference to society’s rules and 
provided an interim period of new social status and freedom. Maenadic retreats created a space in 
time when it was acceptable for women to neglect their female duties and bond with their god on 
a level that ignored and even rejected their societal position and expectations.25 Women’s 
denunciation of expected roles stemmed from both ritual practice and drunken possession26 in 
which orderly conduct was rejected. Dionysiac worship similarly allowed women to engage in a
20 Park McGinty, “Dionysos’s Revenge and the Validation o f the Hellenic World-View,” Harvard 






26 The term “possession” here expresses an experience o f being overwhelmingly occupied with the god 
to the extent o f acting and experiencing events differently from the “normal self.” Within this 
experience, behaviors not otherwise accepted became acceptable for maenads.
50
temporary disorder, mangling both society’s order and its orderliness seen as responsible for 
women’s restrictions. Greek women probably became interested in Dionysiac worship because of 
its appeal as a safe realm in which to address and finally reject their restrictive roles.
From an anthropological perspective, this tendency is no surprise. The phenomenon of 
women’s attraction to a state in which their gender-associated roles are ignored may be described 
by anthropologist Kenelm Burridge’s description of a social process in which the marginalized 
flock to a chasm within society in which they have access to rewards typically denied them in a 
traditional setting.27 Relationships between ecstatic movements and socioeconomic realities are 
clearly defined: possession cults are typically formed with a marginalized sea  of a society’s 
people.28 Dionysiac worship was therefore very appealing to both women and men of lower 
status; possession cults tended to occupy a peripheral space in society thus attracting women and 
some men.29 By participating in possession, these worshippers were able to transform their 
existence and setting to a site in which their socioeconomic status was irrelevant. Furthermore, 
the sites they created allowed them to break traditional role expectations and obtain privileges 
normally unavailable to them. The facet of this worship which was perhaps most attractive was 
that this “rule-breaking” was sanctioned in the eyes of the whole pagan religious structure in 
accordance with Dionysiac myths. Though it should not be assumed that cults formed as a result 
of the low value assigned to Greek women within the Greco-Roman hierarchy, it should be clear 
that these cults developed into a medium for women to confront and endure that subordination.30
Dionysiac Worship as Expression
While women’s attraction to maenadism may be explained through the inherent permission 
to participate in maniacal states and violate society’s restrictions, another aspect of this permission 
was a space in which women were able to rally against their restrictions without risk of 
punishment. By engaging in the mania, devotees expressed “mild protest against social inequities” 
without sacrificing themselves to punishment for violation.31 Cults advanced anachronistic 
sentiments harbored by their female participants and served as venues for expression of hostility 
and frustration with society’s restrictions. Furthermore, this expression was limited to activities 
which were not wholly destructive of society and, therefore, was not prone to punishment. The 













To comprehend the freedom absorbed by women under the auspices of their religious 
devotion, the societal responses to maenadism must be examined. Pagan society’s belief that gods 
are responsible for the ritual conduct surrounding their own worship saved worshippers from 
being held accountable for their “misconduct,” or whatever behaviors they engaged in that 
violated social norms. Thus, while some members of society rejected the Dionysiac form of 
worship, society nevertheless paid honor to it due to society’s belief in Dionysus and his powers.32 
The Greek term mania refers to a “religious state of mind,” thus, recreations of mania were 
respected and desired rather than feared and persecuted.33 The cults were sometimes enshrined in 
accusations of misconduct, as exemplified in Pentheus’s inquisition into the religious sincerity of 
the maenads in The Bacchae34 It may not be fully determined that any opposition to this form of 
worship dealt solely with the conduct required therein. It is thus undecipherable whether negative 
perceptions of the faith revolved around actual or rumored ritual practices or around the 
worshippers themselves, marginalized figures in society. Regardless of the source of animosity, 
the legitimacy of the worship was not overwhelmingly doubted and was even primarily embraced 
because it was in keeping with the pagan ideal of myth as a model for worship. Furthermore, it 
may have even been possible that the socially and hierarchically powerful people accepted and 
acknowledged the cultic worshippers’ grievances and, thus, refrained from interference.35
Conclusion
In approaching the realm of women in Greco-Roman Dionysiac worship, several factors and 
explanations should be addressed. First and foremost, delving into antiquity for support of 
contemporary conceptions of ancient religious worship becomes a dangerous process, especially 
within this area of study. Not only are materials about women’s religious involvement skewed 
under mostly male authorship, but the mythical versus factual basis of literature and other artistic 
representations must be debated. Were presentations in these sources based on actual activity, 
rumored activity, mythic activity, or a combination of two or more of these facets? Simply put, 
the maenad, though described in primarily mythic presentations, should not be viewed as a purely 
mythical character. Similarly, women’s predominance and dominance within Dionysiac cults 
should be accepted. Though very little evidence directly addresses why women overwhelmingly 
outnumbered men in these cults, the joint process of piecing together ancient women’s lives 
within and outside of Dionysiac worship creates a mosaic of theories about women’s freedom 
within these cults. In essence, these theories point to one broad conclusion: women found space, 
validated by myth, within Dionysiac worship to escape and protest gender restrictions.
32 I.M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion: A Study o f  Shamanism and Spirit Possession (London: Routledge,
1989), 101.
33 LiDonnici, 94.
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